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A large body of research spanning more than five decades has highlighted the complex and multi-
faceted nature of student retention. This study aims to address the imbalance between the 
predominance of system-driven and quantitative policy and research focused on numbers and 
progression rates and the dearth of research into the wider social sphere of college life. Within 
the Irish higher education context, there is a very limited body of qualitative research relating to 
transitions to higher education and peer mentoring. This study addresses this gap in knowledge 
as it provides a qualitative insight into the experiences of students participating on a peer-
mentoring programme during transition into higher education within and Irish Institute of 
Technology. Transition into higher education has been identified as a time when students can 
experience conflicting emotions and may feel vulnerable (Yorke and Longden 2004; Andrews 
and Clark 2011; Cheng et al. 2015). Building new supportive social networks with peers and 
forming new identities are part of social integration and transition (Leidenfrost et al. 2014; 
Thomas 2012). The study explored how forming social connections supported students during 
transition.  
Using a qualitative case study research design, this exploratory study was carried out in two 
stages. During the first stage focus groups were held. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
in the second stage to explore the themes that were developed in more depth. The data was 
analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 2013) six phase approach for thematic analysis. 
The urgent need to form connections with peers along with the shared identity and affiliation 
among peers were prominent themes identified across both stages of the study. Participating in a 
peer mentoring programme appears to have impacted positively on the transition and integration 
of participants as it offered participants the opportunity to become members of social networks 
In drawing on broader literatures, this study provides a theoretical framework for understanding 
why membership of groups and social networks was so critical for participants during transition. 
It also conveys that belonging, social identity, social networks, and social capital are intertwined 
with and an essential part of student transition. The findings of this study suggest that by providing 
structured opportunities to form social connection with peers, individuals can be supported to 
develop their social identity and a sense of belonging through membership of social networks. 
Membership of social networks offers the potential to develop social capital and access to 
resources such, emotional support, encouragement and information that can be leveraged from 
these connections. The findings have also highlighted the important role that peers can play in 
student transition and persistence. 
The findings of this study are relevant to a number of stakeholders, including HEIs, support 
service practitioners and academic staff, while also contributing to the body of knowledge on 
student transition and persistence. The findings of this study strongly concur with the view evident 
in the literature (Andrews and Clark 2011; Sanders and Higham 2012; Clark et al. 2013) of the 
importance of the social domain for student transition as this study’s findings also indicate that 
the social aspects have a significant contribution to offer. This study suggests that much greater 
attention should be paid to student transition and how social integration takes place and advocates 
strongly for developing initiatives that operate across social and academic domains. This study 
promotes conceptualising transition differently; as an opportunity to support persistence and not 
as a retention activity.  
More recently, a nuanced distinction has been made between retention and persistence (Tinto 
2017). Rather than focusing on “retaining” students, persistence focuses on supporting students 
to be able to persist. This study embraces this subtle shift in focus as it aims to move towards a 
student-centred and more holistic view of retention that explores how students can be supported 
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1. Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
1.1 General Introduction 
Student retention and success is complex and multi-faceted in nature. A large body of research 
that spans more than five decades is available on the subject. It is an important topic not just for 
students and Higher Education Institutions, but also for a range of stakeholders including 
government departments, policymakers, funding bodies and society. Successful integration into 
the academic and social domains has been identified as vital to student retention and success 
(Tinto 1993).   
 
1.1.1 Contextual Background to the research 
This study is based in a Higher Education Institution (HEI)1 in Ireland where the dominant focus 
of national studies and policy discourse on student retention has tended to be quantitative in nature 
and focused on education meeting national objectives. Successful outcomes have traditionally 
been measured in terms of progression and retaining students. Studies have shown that there is 
rarely a single reason for leaving college but rather a multiple of interconnecting factors. It has 
been highlighted that more qualitative research is needed to gain a deeper understanding of 
student retention (Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). There is a strong discourse in literature which 
recommends the importance of the student experience, social and academic integration and 
developing a sense of belonging (Krausse 2005; Andrews and Clark 2011; Briggs et al. 2012; 
Moore-Cherry et al. 2015; Thomas et al. 2017, Tinto 2017; National Forum 2019) which puts the 
student and their experience at the heart of the discourse on retention.  
Wilcox et al. (2005) argue that there should be equal emphasis placed on the social and academic 
worlds of university life yet most research on the first year experience has focused on aspects 
within the academic sphere of college life. The dominance of a research focus on academic 
aspects, coupled with a positivist approach, has resulted in a dearth of information on students’ 
experiences of the wider social domain. Within the Irish higher education context, there is a very 
limited body of qualitative research relating to transitions to higher education and peer mentoring. 
This study addresses this gap in knowledge as it provides a qualitative insight into the experiences 
                                                     
1 Higher Education Institution (HEI) and the term college are used interchangeably throughout this 
document. College is used when discussing participants’ perspectives and experiences of higher education. 
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of students participating on a peer-mentoring programme during transition into higher education 
within and Irish Institute of Technology. This study explored the role of forming social 
connections in supporting the transition of participants.  
Evidence shows transition to be a time where students can be faced with conflicting emotions, 
doubt and challenges as they navigate their way through creating a new learner identity and 
adjusting to their new environment (Yorke and Longden 2004; Andrews and Clark 2011; Briggs 
et al. 2012; Cheng et al. 2015). During this time students may be vulnerable, experience 
conflicting emotions and have a need to identify with others. In addition, a significant majority of 
students starting in higher education were worried about making friends and fitting in socially, 
while most believed they had the ability to succeed in their chosen area of study or were 
committed to completing their studies (Andrews and Clark 2011; Clark et al. 2013).  
Models of student transition highlight that transition is a non-linear and disruptive process 
(Bridges 2011, Menzies and Baron 2014; Cheng et al. 2015). They demonstrate the need to 
examine personal and psychosocial dimensions associated with transition. Transition is a time of 
displacement and loss of identity. Conceptualising transition as a non-linear, continuous process 
and a time when new identity is formed, requires recognising the need for a more longitudinal 
scaffolding and support. It requires gaining a deeper understanding of student needs during this 
time. It is important that barriers to social interaction are broken down during transition to enable 
and support students to make friends and create social networks (Bugden et al. 2014).  Developing 
friendships and forming social networks can help provide support for students that is needed 
during times of upheaval and overall help them to overcome problems that they encounter 
(Thomas 2002). 
The process of becoming members of the new social world of a higher education institution and 
the development of social connections were explored during this research study. Developing 
student supports such as peer mentoring are important as they provide opportunities to meet 
people and make friends. Forming social connections offers the potential to become members of 
social networks.  
 
1.1.2 Re-conceptualising Student Retention 
The definition of student retention is broad and varied and studies have moved from focusing on 
student commitment (Tinto 1975) to focusing on drivers for student persistence and developing a 
deeper understanding of the array of inter-connecting factors that can impact on retention. A 
nuanced distinction has been made between retention and persistence (Tinto 2017). Retention has 
being viewed as something an Institution does. Tinto (2017) highlights however, that students do 
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not want to be “retained”, they want to be able to persist. This study embraces this subtle shift in 
approach as it aims to move towards a student-centred and more holistic view of retention that 
explores how students can be supported to persist and focuses on the developing the skills of 
individual.  
This study examines the personal and social dimensions associated with transition and the role of 
social connections for participants during transition. Nurturing a culture of belonging, which 
encompasses both psychological and sociological elements, is a critical component of student 
retention (Thomas et al. 2017). Social networks in higher education can provide support for 
students to overcome difficulties (Pascarella et al. 2004). Using persistence as a lens, this study 
drew on the concepts of belonging, social networks and social capital to explore how social 
connections support transition and how these concepts are intertwined with transition.  
 
 
1.2 Research Aims and Questions 
Entering third level education involves a level of adjustment for most students. It can be a time 
for conflicting emotions of apprehension and excitement which can potentially mean the 
adjustment is not easy (Andrews and Clark 2011). A peer-mentoring programme for first year 
students offers participants the opportunity to engage and interact with their peers at a time when 
they may be facing many challenges, academically and socially (Crisp and Cruz 2009; Mattanah 
et al. 2010; Goff 2011). This fosters opportunities to meet people, create connections and become 
members of social networks which can provide support to them during transition.   
The aim of this research is to explore the experiences of first year students participating in a peer-
mentoring programme to gain a deeper understanding of how social connections support 
transition. Supporting students to persist necessitates gaining a deeper understanding of their lived 
experiences during transition. It requires exploring student needs and how students can be 
supported to be able to persist. This study aims to explore why forming social connections is 
important during transition and how participating in peer mentoring can support this. 
In order to achieve these aims, the first research question is more open and broad. As the study 
evolved, the impact of psychosocial factors, the importance of peers and membership of social 
networks became evident. Thus, the second question was developed to understand the role of 
social connections during transition. The research questions are: 
4 
 
 What are students’ experiences of a peer mentoring programme during their first year? 
 How can making social connections through participating in a peer mentoring programme 
support transition?  
 
 
1.3 Thesis Structure 
The thesis contains six chapters. Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature and an overview of 
the national higher education landscape and national policy. Student retention and non-
completion are discussed and models of student retention are presented. The focus moves to a 
discussion on considering persistence and introduces the subtle distinction between retention on 
persistence. Within the first year, transition into higher education has been given significant 
attention. Literature on this topic and models of student adjustment are presented. The concepts 
of belonging, social networks and social capital are discussed and how they relate to transition 
and persistence. Participants’ experiences of peer mentoring s are a central element of this study. 
Literature on peer mentoring in higher education is examined and the structure and characteristics 
of peer mentoring.  The conceptual framework for this study is detailed and the gap in knowledge 
that this study aims to address is highlighted. 
Chapter 3, Methodology is divided into a number of sections.  The first section, outlines the 
research context, research aims and provides an overview of the peer mentoring programme. A 
discussion on researcher positionality and conduction insider research is provided. The research 
approach is discussed in the third section and a rationale for conducting a qualitative single case 
study. This qualitative study was carried out in two stages. During the first stage focus groups 
were held. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in the second stage to explore the themes 
that were developed in more depth. An overview of the research and the data collection methods 
employed and the analysis process for this study are provided. The measures taken to establish 
trustworthiness and credibility and ensure the welfare of the participants are described.  
Chapter 4 presents the findings of this research study. As Stage 1 informed the development of 
the second stage, the two stages of the study are discussed separately and detail the evolution of 
the themes and the findings for each stage. The final phase of analysis in each stage draws on 
relevant examples and comments from the data to illustrate the findings. The findings for each 
stage are discussed under the developed themes. Chapter 5 moves on to discuss the findings from 
the previous chapter and draws on literature and theory to explain these themes. The discussion 
draws on the concepts of belonging, social networks social capital and social identity to 
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understand how they relate to transition and the findings from chapter 4. In the concluding 
chapter, the implications of the findings are outlined. Recommendations for future research are 
made and the limitations of this study are acknowledged. 
 
 
1.4 Dearth in Existing Research 
This study seeks to provide a deeper insight into the experiences of first year students participating 
in a peer mentoring programme during their transition and predominantly focuses on the social 
aspects of their experiences. Consequently, it aims to address the current imbalance, with a 
preponderance of quantitative studies on student retention and a clear dearth of qualitative 
research into the influence of the wider social domain during transition and first year, particularly 
in the Irish Institute of Technology sector.  
Using persistence as a lens, this qualitative study draws on broader literature of social networks, 
social capital and belonging to explore the transition of participants and their experiences of a 
peer mentoring programme.  It examines peer mentoring from the perspective of the mentees and 
explores how forming social connections can support transition. It highlights that interventions 
like peer mentoring offer the potential become members of social networks, promote a sense of 
belonging and develop social capital.  The findings of this study contribute to the knowledge on 




2. Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction 
This literature review seeks to address four primary areas. Firstly, an overview of the national 
higher education landscape and policy is presented. Secondly, the review provides an outline of 
student retention and models of student retention. The focus moves to discuss the student 
integration, transition and the promotion of student persistence. Finally, the chapter introduces 
concepts that provide the conceptual underpinning of this research: belonging, peer mentoring, 
social network theory and social capital theory and how they relate to student retention and 
persistence. 
The topic of student retention and success is complex and multi-faceted in nature (Tinto 1975; 
Yorke and Longden 2008; Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). At the heart of the retention debate should 
be the student and their experience. However, there is a wider range of stakeholders involved 
from within and outside higher education institutions that form part of the landscape including 
government agents and departments, policymakers, funding bodies and society.  Reports, policies 
and strategy documents convey that their priorities are not always aligned to a broader, more 
holistic view of student retention (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2016; Higher 
Education Authority 2018a; Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2018a; National Forum 
2019). 
The purpose and meaning of education and its effect on society and individuals is contested with 
competing views, values and judgements (Gewirtz and Cribb 2009).  It is clear that higher 
education is important to society, both socially and economically. Lynch argues that the university 
is the “lynchpin of civil society” and that it forms the basis of “cultural, political, affective, ethical 
and social life, as much as for economic life” (Lynch 2006, p. 17).  
 
2.1.1 National Higher Education Landscape 
The National Strategy for Higher Education in Ireland, (Ireland, Department of Education and 
Skills, 2018a) sets out the direction for higher education in Ireland. While this report 
acknowledges that higher education exists in a changing society and indicates the direction of 
higher education in Ireland to meet social, cultural and economic challenges, the dominant 
discourse stresses the role of higher education in improving economic factors and rebuilding “an 
innovative knowledge base economy” (ibid, p. 1).  In this report the context and rationale for 
developing and implementing new national strategy are summarised under the categories of 
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economic renewal, increasing participation and widening participation. However, the report 
predominantly displays a managerial approach to higher education and unfortunately widening 
participation is represented as increasing the level of education in the general population for the 
good of the economy instead of a broader access and equality agenda. The report states that the 
capacity of higher education has doubled over the past two decades but will have to double again 
over the next twenty years. It indicates strongly that higher education is fundamental to future 
economic development in Ireland and states that “new challenges, changed demographics, 
different employment patterns and new ways of understanding Ireland’s role in the world” will 
change the expectations of higher education (ibid, p.30). However the report recognises the 
importance of the first year experience, albeit that the rationale for this appears to be focused on 
ensuring graduates can be produced to meet the needs of the economy. The report recommends a 
foundational approach to first year, an engaged approach to curriculum and a re-visioning of how 
we structure the academic portfolio. In terms of the first year experience it stated that: 
A positive first-year student experience is crucial to achieving the goals of higher education; 
failure to address the challenges encountered by students in their first year contributes to high 
drop-out and failure rates, with personal and system-wide implications.  
    (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2018a, p. 58) 
 
While this report suggested and acknowledged the broader societal role of education, further 
reading of this and subsequent government reports suggests that there is a tension between the 
rhetoric and the reality with a greater emphasis on requiring education to meet economic needs 
than societal.  The national strategy report reflects a more managerial and neoliberalist approach 
to education with a focus on measurement and performance. The narrative of higher education 
meeting national objectives has been articulated in a number of other strategy and policy 
documents (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills, 2016; Higher Education Authority 
2018a; Ireland, Department of Education and Skills, 2018b). It is evident from these reports that 
there is a strong emphasis on the knowledge economy and the need to produce graduates with 
skills to meet labour market requirements and to increase economic capital and growth. Ball 
(1998) identified how government policy linking education to national economic interest clearly 
demonstrates a state’s economic focus and requirements of education.  The “Action Plan for 
Education 2018” sets out the strategic direction and goals of the Department of Education and 
Skills for the education and training system and sets out an ambition for Ireland’s education 
system to be the best in Europe by 2026 (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills, 2018b). 
Another recent national report (Higher Education Authority 2018a) outlines a number of key 
objectives for higher education. The first of these is to provide “a strong talent pipeline combining 
knowledge, skills & employability which responds effectively to the needs of our enterprise, 
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public service and community sectors” and “Irish leadership in Europe for skill availability” 
(Higher Education Authority 2018a, p.1). The National Skills Strategy report (Ireland, 
Department of Education and Skills, 2016) details the long term economic plan to restore full 
employment and to have Ireland recognised internationally for a highly skilled workforce. 
Underpinning this strategy is the “quality and relevance of our education and training base” (ibid., 
p. 16) which is reported as key to meeting these aims. This report continues to say that education 
systems will be required to “deliver more flexible, innovative and interdisciplinary skills 
provision” (ibid, p.16). Again, the desire to produce graduates to meet national skills requirements 
is more emphasised than meeting societal and ethical needs.  
Equity of access to higher education has been cited as a “fundamental principle of Irish education 
policy, and one that has been endorsed by successive governments in policy statements and 
commitments over the past thirty years” in the National Access Plan for Equity of Access to 
Higher Education (Ireland, Higher Education Authority 2015, p.6). The National Access Office 
(NAO) was established as part of the Higher Education Authority in 2003 and is responsible for 
promoting equity of access to higher education for under-represented groups. This most recent 
plan identified the following six priority target groups: entrants from socio-economic groups that 
have low participation in higher education, first time mature students, students with disabilities, 
part-time/flexible learners and Irish travellers (Higher Education Authority 2015). Undoubtedly, 
the work of the NAO, in conjunction with HEIs, has impacted significantly on increasing access 
opportunities for these target groups with the report stating that HEIs have increased entry and 
retention of the national target groups (Higher Education Authority 2015). This report and a 
subsequent report which reviewed the progress of the National Access Plan (Higher Education 
Authority 2018c) highlight that equity of access is a core national objective and advocated for the 
continued investment of successive governments to this objective.  
The National Forum for Teaching and learning was established in 2014 and is responsible for 
researching and developing policy and practice on teaching and learning in higher education. The 
Forum aims to “enhance the quality of the learning experience for all students and contribute to 
increased progression rates” (Ireland, Higher Education Authority 2015, p. 21). The National 
Forum has supported research into the reasons for student non-completion and this is discussed 
in later sections. While this reports acknowledges that students from the target groups may require 
additional academic and/or other supports in order to complete their studies, acknowledging that 
support is needed to deal with the “very different social and learning environment that they will 
meet in higher education” (Ireland, Higher Education Authority 2015, p.18), it does not 
adequately address or explore how this could be achieved.  The emphasis again is on student 
progression, with the national access plan strongly iterating that in addition to the benefit of 
9 
 
education to the individual, there are wider economic benefits.  The report states that “our 
educated workforce is Ireland’s greatest economic asset, and we need more people to take up 
higher education to drive economic progress” (Ireland, Higher Education Authority 2015, p. 15). 
A recent national report (Higher Education Authority 2017a) illustrated that in 2016/2017 there 
were 225,000 students participating in higher education in Ireland, an increase of 12% from 
2011/2012. Although student retention and the range of factors that impact it has gained increased 
attention over the last number of years, research on why students withdraw from higher education 
in Ireland is a more recent phenomenon and tends to be quantitative in nature (Moore-Cherry et 
al. 2015). Researchers have tracked participation rates for students from the perspective of socio-
economic background for over two decades (Clancy 1982; Clancy 1988; Clancy 1995; Clancy 
and Wall 2000). Within the Institute of Technology sector retention rates have been investigated 
by Eivers et al. (2002), Costello (2003) and Crowley et al. (2012). Furthermore, Blaney and 
Mulkeen, (2008) and Redmond et al. (2011) focused on a single institution within the University 
sector.  
These policy documents illustrate the landscape in which HEIs in Ireland exist and operate.  In a 
very recent national report there is the emergence of an acknowledgement that the traditional view 
of student retention and success may have focused too strongly on the “singular outcome of 
success” (National Forum 2019, p. iii) and stressed the need for national policies that recognise 
that student success requires “a process rather than an output focus” (ibid p. 29). It recognises 
the need to examine student retention through different lenses, including from the 
perspective of students, in order to broaden the understanding of student retention and 
success and to identify policies and practices that enable student success. This report also 
highlights that HEIs require the capability to give every student the support they require to reach 
their full potential.  
While this report presents a rhetoric that purports to support a shift in policy focus, the reality is 
that there continues to be a significant emphasis placed on education serving economic need with 
non-completion or non-progression having economic implications (Ireland, Department of 
Education and Skills, 2017a; Higher Education Authority 2018a).  The importance of the first 
year experience was acknowledged but the emphasis again was on how to avoid negative 
outcomes rather than enhancing the student experience. Mapping and developing an 
understanding of patterns of student non-completion has received increased emphasis from a 
policy perspective (Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). A comprehensive review of non-completion 
within the Irish higher education setting was undertaken and its findings contribute to the 
understanding of factors and behaviours influencing non-completion. From a government 
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perspective, minimising or reducing non-completion is important in a time of increased demand 
for higher education and extreme reductions in budgets.  
Student retention in these policies is heavily focused on maximising potential to meet economic 
needs and pays little attention to personal, ethical and societal needs. Lynch (2012) contends that 
we now have a market-led view of education. This approach, while valuing quality and 
innovation, results in standardisation and a “cult of excellence” (Ball 1998, p. 123) that focuses 
on outputs and measurement of performance (Lynch 2012). The requirement for accountability 
for public funding has increased in recent years (McCormack et al. 2015). By their own admission 
the system performance documents (Higher Education Authority 2017a, Higher Education 
Authority 2018a) represent the “changed relationship between the State and HEIs” (Higher 
Education Authority 2018a, p.3) and aim to “hold the system accountable for performance for the 
delivery of national priorities and monitor performance of the system as a whole” (ibid.) and 
convey expectations of “the system”.  
Placing demands on HEIs to meet measurement requirements to avoid economic implications 
may lead to greater focus on student numbers and the production of graduates to meet economic 
need. It is argued that processes and policies can work to disadvantage and undermine particular 
social groups (Ball 2003; Ball 2010), and can reproduce broader social inequality (Lynch and 
O’Riordan 1998; Harris and Ranson 2005; Lynch and Baker 2005; Gewirtz and Cribb 2009). It 
can be either a cause of oppression or emancipation in the ways it interacts with and defines 
economic, political and cultural connections and thus either militate against or potentially “re-
enforce inequality” (Lynch and Baker 2005). Education has an ethical, social and cultural role to 
play (Lynch 2006). As such there is a social and ethical responsibility on HEIs as educational 
institutions to support students to access and reach their full potential which in turn has an impact 
on student experience and student retention. The challenge is to find ways to promote these 




2.2 Student Retention  
There have been numerous terms employed in the dialogue throughout the literature including 
attrition, departure, dropout, non-completion, non-progression, withdrawal, persistence and 
retention with many shifts in focus having taken place on this topic over the last number of 
decades (Tinto 1975; Astin 1977; Bean 1980; Yorke and Longden 2004; Longden 2006). The 
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majority of terms employed convey a narrow definition of student retention by focusing 
predominately on non-completion and departure rather than the promotion of student success and 
persistence. This study adopted a broader approach to student retention and considers the breadth 
of factors that can impact on and promote student retention and persistence. It considers the 
student experience, the process of transition and how belonging, social connections and networks 
are core elements of promoting student retention.  
In order to conceptualise student retention, it is necessary to have an understanding of the 
literature and how it has evolved over the last number of decades. The focus has moved from 
investigating the reasons for student departure and developing institutional actions to retain 
students, to a broader position that understands that students seek to persist and exploring how 
this can be supported (Tinto 2017).  Drawing on the work of Tinto (1975; 1993; 2009; 2017), 
Thomas (2012) and Thomas et al. (2017), this study adopts a broader and more holistic 
understanding of student retention acknowledging the personal, ethical and societal role of 
education. Tinto (2017, p.2) describes persistence as “the quality that allows someone to continue 
in pursuit of a goal even when challenges arise”. He argued that the difference between the 
perspective of retaining students and supporting persistence is important.  This study concurs with 
Tinto’s perspective and explores student experiences during transition through the lens of 
persistence. This means exploring the experiences of individual students to gain insight into their 
needs during transition and how to support them. The role of social connections during transition 
is also explored. For the purpose of this study, persistence is understood as supporting students’ 
desire to persist and developing their ability to be able to persist (Tinto 2017). 
The need to be cognisant of the complex and multi-faceted nature of student withdrawal along 
with focusing on the creation of a more holistic approach to student retention is a core 
requirement. The following sections will firstly give an overview of the reasons cited for student 
departure and influential models of student retention before discussing the promotion of student 
persistence and the concepts of belonging, social networks and social capital as they relate to 
student persistence.  
 
2.2.1 Reasons for Non-Completion 
In-depth research on the reasons cited for non-completion has taken place and there appears to be 
agreement that there is rarely a single reason for a student deciding to leave but rather multiple 
interconnecting reasons. Yorke and Longden (2004) suggested the following categories of 
influencers on a student’s decision to withdraw: 1) flawed decision-making about course choice, 
2) general dissatisfaction with experience of the course and the institution, 3) unable to cope with 
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the academic demands of the course and, 4) events or occurrences in students’ lives outside of 
college. The fourth category can include illness or medical reasons, family circumstances or 
reasons associated with peers like isolation, lack of friendship, or feeling homesick (Yorke and 
Longden 2004). The decision to leave is frequently because of a set of inter-related issues from 
more than one of these categories (Yorke and Longden 2004; Longden 2006). Institutions they 
argued, can have impact and influence in the first three categories. This suggests, however, that 
there are factors outside the control of an institution that can result in a decision to leave (Longden 
2006).  
A national report ‘A Study of Progression in Higher Education’ (Higher Education Authority 
2010) was published which provided a snapshot of the progression rates for full-time students 
(primarily new entrants) enrolled in Irish higher education institutions between 2008 and 2009. 
Significantly, this study highlighted that the further students are into their programme of study, 
the less likely they are to withdraw. In other words, withdrawing from a course is more common 
during the first year. Subsequent annual reports on this topic have been published. The most recent 
report in 2018 (Higher Education Authority 2018b) focused on the progression of first year 
students that enrolled in 2014/2015 to their second year of study in 2015/16. This report 
highlighted that 86% of full-time undergraduate first year students progressed to the second year 
of their course, a marginal increase on previous years (84% in 2010 and 85% in 2014/15). This 
report also found a significant relationship between students’ prior educational attainment and 
rates of progression. These annual reports, by their own admission, provide purely statistical 
analysis and do not examine other factors linked to student retention such as student wellbeing 
and motivation, engagement with college activities, teaching and learning and financial 
circumstances (Higher Education Authority 2017b; 2018b). 
Redmond et al. (2011) reviewed three separate Irish studies on the reasons for withdrawal and 
found that wrong course choice was present as a factor in the decision to leave in all of the studies. 
In a comprehensive study undertaken by Moore-Cherry et al. (2015), data was gathered from 
sixteen Irish higher education institutions for the years 2011 to 2014 in order to examine the 
reasons for withdrawal. They found five core themes evident in the reasons cited for student non-
completion. These were: course, personal, financial, health/medical, and family (pp. 7-8). The 
course theme, which was the most prominent reason, was divided into five sub-themes: 1) wrong 
course choice, 2) transferring to another course, 3) issues relating to interest in and expectations 
of the course, 4) course difficulty and 5) mistakes with the CAO2, or the student did not get their 
                                                     
2 CAO (Central Applications Office) is the organisation that is responsible for overseeing the processes for 
applications for undergraduate courses in Irish Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in the Republic of 
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preferred CAO course choice. The reason for leaving mostly encompassed a mix of course choice 
with a number of other reasons. The second category, personal issues, which was found to be 
significant, was related to attributes like motivation and self-efficacy, family circumstances, and 
preparedness for higher education. The third theme finance, consisted of costs related to attending 
higher education such as accommodation, travel and living expenses, fees and non-eligibility for 
a student maintenance grant. The fourth reason, health and medical issues, primarily encompassed 
issues related to emotional and mental health. Anxiety, isolation, lack of friendships and 
loneliness along with medical issues were cited in this category. The fifth category, family issues, 
included difficulties in family circumstances or serious family incidents that necessitated the need 
for time to deal with the circumstances. Moore-Cherry et al. (2015) concluded that while the 
primary reason given for leaving was associated with the course, this did not exist in isolation and 
was interlinked with other complex issues. This would concur with the evidence cited from UK 
studies (Yorke and Longden 2004; Longden 2006). This fact, they argued, highlights the need for 
a holistic approach to student retention that is suited to the student and the institution.  
As discussed earlier, the reports reviewed have predominantly presented a positivistic perspective 
and discourse on student retention that appears to contrast with existing theoretical models and 
literature. Studies have recognised the value of gaining an understanding of student retention in 
higher education. Krausse (2005) argued that while national policy has driven this to some extent, 
other factors that contributed to this were an acknowledgement of the link between equity and 
student retention and an increasing concern over the quality of the student experience. While 
focusing solely on reasons cited for departure forms part of the picture, it presents a very narrow 
view of student retention and does not consider the role of personal factors and background, social 
and academic integration, social and psychological factors and institutional culture and ethos. In 
addition, it does not help us understand why other students stay and how to support students to be 
able to persist. 
 
2.2.2 Influential Models of Student Retention 
Early research on student retention tended to adopt a reductive definition of retention, focusing 
on the reasons why people leave or “drop-out” from their programme of study, citing reasons such 
as an inability to adjust to college life and poor academic achievement (Strayhorn 2010). 
Researchers in the seventies and eighties in the USA, developed and researched a range of models 
which identified key factors contributing to student attrition. The work of Tinto (1975; 1987; 
                                                     
Ireland. Decisions on admissions to undergraduate courses are made by the HEIs who instruct the CAO to 
make offers to successful candidates.  For more information refer to www.cao.ie 
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1993), Astin (1977; 1984) and Bean (1980; 1983) played a key role at this time through the 
development of theoretical models. Models of student retention tend to be longitudinal and 
complex because of the large number of variables and encompass both student and institutional 
variables. In addition, the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of these models are varied. 
 
2.2.2.1 Tinto 
Tinto (1975) posits that, the decision to leave or withdraw, results from a combination of student 
characteristics and the extent of students’ academic and social integration in an institution. His 
research is conducted from an interactionalist perspective, as opposed to a sociological, 
psychological, organisational or economic perspective (Aljohani 2016). Tinto (1975) identified 
factors influencing the decision to withdraw: pre-entry influences, student intentions, goals and 
commitments and academic and social experiences.  
This model is based on the earlier work of Spady (1970) which drew on Durkheim’s (1951) 
suicide theory (cited in Metz 2002; Khuong 2014; Aljohani 2016). Tinto reviewed this over a 
number of years and subsequently presented a model of student departure (Tinto 1993) which 
identified additional factors that can influence students’ departure. Student retention, he argued, 
is an outcome of the match between the personal attributes and academic abilities of a student and 
the attributes and characteristics of an institution. He found that the characteristics of an institution 
can impact powerfully on students’ commitment to both their academic goal and the institution.  
Departure can occur following a process of interactions between a student (who has their own 
attributes, pre-entry experiences, goals and commitment) and the integration with the academic 
and social spheres of the institution. Students’ entry commitment affects their social and academic 
interactions and their integration. The success of integration, he contended, impacts on the 
commitment of the individual and, therefore, proposed that the decision can be predicted by the 
level of success of the social and academic integration.  His model, displayed in Figure 2.1., 
illustrates the breadth of variables that can interact with and influence a students’ decision to 





Figure 2.1 Institutional Departure Model (Tinto 1993) 
 
It has been argued that Tinto’s model was more effective in predicting persistence in non-
commuter and residential institutions (Pascarella et al. 1983), as commuter students do not have 
the same opportunities to become integrated. Terenzini et al. (1994) argued that the process of 
how students integrate, which influence persistence, was not identified in this model and that it 
can vary according to students’ background, social and personal characteristics. However, this 
model remains one of the most influential models and has been tested and examined extensively 
since its development but remains influential in the literature (Braxton et al. 2000; Aljohani 2016). 
Tinto’s (1993) model moves the focus from purely student characteristics impacting a decision to 
leave college by considering how other factors can interact and impact over time on a students’ 
commitment. It illustrates that student background, educational experience and skills and abilities 
can all impact commitment and intentions. It highlights that two structures exist within students’ 
college experience, namely the academic and the social. The importance of integration into both 
settings is stressed within this model. It also highlights that factors that can influence student 
retention occur both within and outside the academic domain. It is the contention that formal and 
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informal interactions in both these domains can impact on student integration, and particularly 
the importance of peer interactions, that are relevant to this study. 
 
2.2.2.2 Astin  
As mentioned previously, a range of models were developed to help understand the factors 
influencing student retention. During this period student ‘involvement’ in college life was linked 
to increasing student retention. Astin (1977) conducted a longitudinal study on college attrition 
in the seventies. From this and subsequent work he proposed that academic involvement, 
involvement with staff, and involvement with student peer groups, are the three most important 
aspects of student involvement. He argued that of these three, the students’ peer group “is the 
most potent single source of influence on growth and development during the undergraduate years 
(ibid., p. 398). Astin (1999) defined student involvement as “the investment of physical and 
psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (ibid., p. 518) and 
argued that it has much in common with the more narrow concept of effort. Astin’s emphasis on 
the importance and influence of students’ peer groups is relevant to this study.   
He suggested that the levels of student involvement in academic institutions influenced the 
likelihood of persistence. Astin (1999) emphasised the behavioural aspects of involvement in his 
theory. He suggested that the more involved a student is (academically, socially, extra-curricular 
activities and peer/staff interactions), the higher the impact on student development and learning 
in college. In other words, the level and intensity of involvement in the institutional environment 
impact the potential and willingness to persist (Metz 2002). Astin proposed that the involvement 
theory was differentiated from others by being concerned with the processes that facilitate student 
development, “the how of student development” (1999, p. 522). He argued that the advantage of 
the student involvement theory over other theories is that it moves focus to the motivation and 
behaviour of the student. Student involvement is linked to student engagement theory (Pike and 
Kuh 2005). It is highlighted that while Astin’s theory focuses on enhancing the student 
development and the learning environment, it has some relevance for student retention (Aljohani 
2016) particularly with involvement in co-curricular activities.  Metz (2002) contended that while 
this model is similar to Tinto’s, the model proposed by Tinto provides a foundation for further 





Bean’s influential model of student attrition (1980) drew initially from theories of staff turnover 
in organisations to explain student attrition and suggested that theories of employee attrition could 
be applied to student departure (Bean 1980; Metz 2002; Educational Testing Service 2013). 
Similar to Tinto’s model, this model considered social and academic factors and how the personal 
background and students’ interactions with an institution can influence persistence and departure. 
Bean criticised the use of views from Durkheim’s Suicide Theory in Tinto’s Models and argued 
that the link between the student dropout process and suicidal behaviour was not evident (Aljohani 
2016). Unlike Tinto’s model, Bean’s model also considered external and environmental factors 
and how they may influence persistence or departure. These factors included personal conditions 
and circumstances, financial considerations and family commitments/support. The inclusion of 
these factors highlights that there are factors in the departure process that are outside the control 
of an institution. Tinto original model (1975) did not include these, but he subsequently 
acknowledged this in his revised model (1993). 
Bean suggested that student departure was affected by i) student background variables, ii) 
students’ interaction with the institution, iii) environmental variables, iv) attitudinal variables - a 
subjective variable of self-satisfaction and quality of the institute, and v) student intention (Metz 
2002). The following diagram illustrates this model. 
 
Figure 2.2 Bean’s model of student attrition (Bean 1980) 
 
Bean defined retention as: 
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Students’ successful academic and social integration into the college community, marked by the 
feeling that one fits at the institution and positive educational attitudes and experiences.  
     (Bean 1980).  
 
This definition incorporates the psychological aspects of student integration and student 
experience which this study argues must be considered along with the role of social supports and 
networks in the student experience. Bean (1985) subsequently conducted further research to 
determine other variables not identified in his 1980 model and found that peers are more important 
agents of social integration than informal staff contact and that students actively play a role in 
their socialisation. It is the concepts of sense of fit and the role of peers in social integration from 
Bean’s models that are relevant for this study. 
 
2.2.3 Criticisms of Models 
Cabrera et al. (1993) conducted research to test the combined the models of Tinto and Bean which 
contained all of the statistically confirmed variables from both models. They criticised the model 
for excluding external factors like finance and parental involvement as potential influencers of 
student departure (Metz 2002). The results of their statistical analysis indicated that 
environmental factors, as Bean (1980) had proposed, play a more complex role, in the student 
retention picture, than was suggested by Tinto (Aljohani 2016). Cabrera et al. (1993) concluded 
that an integrative model, which was the convergence of the two theoretical models (Tinto and 
Bean) with some amendments provided a better understanding of the student retention process. 
Cabrera et al. (1993) recommended that academic institutions should focus on the variables that 
strongly encourage students to persist. Kuh et al. (2005) also support the integration of Tinto and 
Bean’s model and propose that together, they provide a holistic interpretation of the key factors 
that influence what students are prepared to do when they get to college and the meanings they 
make of their college experiences. 
Tierney (1992) argued that Tinto’s model represents traditional and traditional-age students and 
is not detailed enough in the explanation of social integration, particularly in relation to non-
traditional students. It is also argued that the link between the student learning experience and 
retention was not considered in the theories of student retention developed by Bean and Tinto 
(Milem and Berger 1997). They found that various forms of involvement based on academic 
activity (organised study, peer discussions etc.) impacted on students’ perception of support and 
in turn, impacted on their commitment. Braxton et al. (2000) supported this and stated that the 
teaching practices of academic staff play a significant role in the college student departure 
process. They also contended that while Tinto’s model considers student entry and family 
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background characteristics and their potential effect on student commitment to the institution, it 
leaves the important concept of social integration mostly unexplained.  
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) suggested that further research on involvement theory was 
required to include the impact of peer and faculty relationships. They also argued that the inter-
relationship between academic and social integration was not explained or the impact of student 
services and orientation programmes and that future studies should consider this. 
A summary of the key elements of the three models is presented in the following table: 
 Tinto Astin Bean 
Underpinning 
Philosophy 
Suicide Theory Behavioural aspects 
of involvement 
Staff Turnover in 
Organisations 












Influence of peers 





Peers are important 
agents of social 
integration 
Sense of fitting in 
 
Table 2.1 Summary of Influential Theoretical Student Retention Models  
 
It is argued that the theoretical student retention models provide the conceptual foundations for 
numerous studies (Aljohani 2016).  All three models illustrate the complex set of interactions that 
exist between the student and the different spheres of an institution. The concepts of social 
integration, the sense of fitting in, peer interactions and the influence of peers and peer groups are 
the key elements from these models that are relevant to this study. 
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The view of Krausse (2005) is that in order to understand student persistence it is necessary to 
investigate and understand the different ways that students engage in the different dimensions of 
their educational experience. As discussed earlier, Bean (1980; 1981) and Tinto (1993) identified 
the importance of successful integration, academic and social. This supports and strengthens the 
argument for the importance of gaining an understanding of the experience of students across all 
spheres of college life. Moore-Cherry et al. (2015) highlighted the dearth of qualitative research 
into student retention in Ireland and the need to understand the behaviours of students who are 
considering not completing their programme. Tinto (2017) also suggested that there exists a 
paucity of research on student persistence and the motivations to persist. Gaining a better 
understanding of student behaviours will help shape the ways that institutional action can promote 
the motivation of students to persist. While aspects of the models discussed are relevant, they 
have not addressed the role of the institution and on their own are not suitable theoretical models 
for this study.  
 
2.2.4 The Role of Institutions 
Belonging and fitting in have been highlighted as important factors for persistence. It is evident 
that both societal and structural issues can affect a student’s ability to feel that they fully belong 
in the higher education setting. The models of student retention discussed earlier illustrate that 
personal factors (such as family support, previous educational experience and personal 
characteristics), academic factors and environmental factors (family responsibilities, financial 
concerns etc.) can influence student retention. These can impact on a student’s sense of place 
within the institution and potentially reduce their confidence, engagement and security (Yorke 
and Thomas 2003) and their ability to integrate successfully (Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). Thomas 
(2002) argued that there is evidence to suggest that the culture and ethos of an institution may be 
a significant factor in non-completion.  
The Beatty-Gunther (1994) model identified four categories of strategies for the development of 
institutional approaches to supporting student retention from an institutional perspective: a) 
sorting - pre-entry, marketing and admission procedures, b) supporting – primarily concerned 
with supporting students outside the academic domain including finance and matters, c) 
connecting – developing and nurturing relationships between students and the institution and 
integrating students into the community and d) transforming. The latter category is further 
subdivided into i) transforming students – developing improved skills, transforming from passive 
to active learners and ii) transforming the institution – encompasses improving all aspects of the 
teaching and learning environment including curriculum, policy, culture. While this model 
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highlights the elements for developing a holistic approach to student retention and success 
encompassing all the dimensions of the college experience (including pre-entry), it is the 
connecting strategies that are most relevant to this study as they focus on the importance of 
integration and linking the students’ domain and the institutions’ domain. 
Thomas (2002) proposed that ‘institutional habitus’ provides a conceptual understanding of the 
ways in which the values and practices of a higher education institution can impact on student 
retention. This concept will now be examined more closely. 
 
2.2.4.1 Focus on Institutional “Habitus” 
The culture of an institution should support students’ development and should be willing to 
respond in a positive way to maximise success (Yorke and Thomas 2003). The term ‘habitus’ was 
promoted by Bourdieu to denote the practices and customs of social classes and groups (Bourdieu 
and Passerson 1977, cited in Thomas 2002). The term institutional habitus applies the concept in 
relation to organisations and their culture and practice (Thomas 2002). She explained that 
dispositions are created by interchange between personal background and objective structure over 
time. They are shaped by past events and structures and also shape current practices and 
structures. A significant part of individuals’ habitus is acquired through the family, and this will 
structure their educational experiences. These experiences in turn influence and change the 
habitus, which again goes on to structure further experiences. 
The concepts of ‘habitus’ and ‘institutional habitus’ employed by Thomas (2002) and Reay et al. 
(2010) have relevance to the discussion on student retention. Thomas (2002) argued that if a 
student feels that they do not fit in or that their social and cultural practices are not valued or are 
inappropriate, they may be more inclined to withdraw early and return to their familiar habitus. 
They may feel like a ‘fish out of water’ (Reay et al. 2010). In contrast, a student from a more 
traditional background who encounters a familiar social world with the same culture and norms 
may not feel like ‘a fish out of water’, or the need to return to their familiar habitus. Thomas 
(2002) claimed that if the institutional habitus is inclusive, accepting and celebrates diversity, it 
will promote greater persistence as students from non-traditional backgrounds will experience 
greater acceptance for their practices. Habitus is determined by cultural capital. 
In order to apply the concept of institutional habitus to issues relating to student retention and 
persistence it is necessary to explore institutional practice and understand that it can impact the 
extent to which students feel that they are accepted (Thomas 2002). Reay et al. (2010) stated that 
an institutional habitus, similar to individuals’ habitus, have been established over a period of 
time and are capable of change, however, they are less flexible than the individual habitus. This 
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means there is a requirement for institutions to have an inward focus to review and reflect on 
whether their cultures, values, policies, support structures and teaching and learning environment 
are inclusive and embrace diversity. More recently, a primary finding from the What Works 
project was that higher education institutions should “aim to nurture a culture of belonging within 
the academic and social community” (Thomas 2012, p.10). It follows that there is an onus on 
institutions to create opportunities for peer/staff interactions for their students in order to 
maximise the potential to create a sense of belonging. In order to do so it is necessary to consider 
the institutional habitus. This model is detailed in the following section. 
 
2.2.4.2 Model of Student Retention and Success 
A UK study involving twenty two higher education institutions entitled “What Works? Student 
Retention and Success” (Thomas 2012), evaluated the impact of a range of different interventions 
and effective approaches for improving student retention and success. Thomas (2012) found the 
importance of a strong sense of belonging in higher education to be critical to student retention 
and success. Success was understood in this study as ways of helping all students to become more 
engaged and more effective learners in higher education. The definition of belonging was closely 
aligned to the concept of student engagement encompassing both social and academic 
engagement and identified that student belonging is achieved through: 
 Supportive peer relations 
 Meaningful interactions between staff and students 
 Developing knowledge, confidence and identity as successful higher education 
(HE) learners 
 A HE experience relevant to students’ interests and future goals 
(Thomas 2012, p.7) 
The following model (figure 2.3) of student retention was proposed as a result of the What Works? 
Student Retention and Success study (Thomas 2012): 
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Figure 2.3 Model of Student Retention and Success from ‘What Works?’ (Thomas 2012) 
This model contains three spheres; academic, social and service (institutional) and demonstrates 
how all three interact and can promote engagement and belonging (Thomas 2012). It outlined that 
engagement and belonging can be fostered throughout the three spheres but found the academic 
sphere to be of primary importance to ensure all students can benefit. This model supports the 
crucial role of friendship for students especially when faced with challenges. It found that it is the 
academic sphere that can play a central role in facilitating students to develop these friendships, 
more than the other spheres, as many students spend less time on campus because of work and 
family commitments, commuting etc. For these reasons the academic sphere is purposely larger 
to represent this. The model acknowledged that belonging can be fostered in the social and 
services spheres also and can have a positive impact on student retention and success. However, 
it claimed that strategies to improve student engagement are often focused outside the academic 
sphere and, therefore, fail to meet the needs of a larger number of students that may be at risk of 
withdrawal. Engagement was understood in this study as developing relationships with others and 
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promoting connectedness while acknowledging that individuals can require differing levels of 
contacts.  It argued that through social engagement and interactions with friends and peers can 
create a sense of belonging.  Finally, this model suggested that staff, students and institutional 
management have a role to play in fostering a culture of belonging and developing the capacity 
of students to engage is important.  
The model outlined in figure 2.3 by Thomas (2012) provides the theoretical underpinning for this 
current study as it is more focused on student needs and holds the potential for moving towards 
supporting student persistence. This model is very significant for a number of reasons. Firstly, it 
builds on the work of Tinto (1993) in relation to social integration. Secondly, the importance of 
belonging to student retention and success was clearly identified. Thirdly, the potential support 
that forming connections and supportive interactions with peers plays when faced with challenges 
and difficulties were recognised. Fourthly, it illustrates that the culture, ethos and values of the 
institution play a role. Finally, it outlined that belonging can be nurtured within each of the three 
domains.  
 
2.2.5  Broadening the Discourse – Considering Persistence 
Defining retention is a complex task. As discussed earlier, various definitions of student retention 
are evident in the literature. These vary depending on the perspective presented with some 
emphasising certain elements over others based on the theoretical underpinning. As stated earlier, 
there has been a shift in focus away from why students leave to promoting successful integration, 
with more recent and emerging studies focused on students preparedness for higher education 
(Lowe and Cooke 2003; Briggs et al. 2012), why students who consider leaving decide to persist, 
and the role of a sense of belonging (Palmer et al. 2009; Cashmore et al. 2011; Strayhorn 2012; 
Thomas 2012; Masika and Jones 2016) in addition to how student friendships and support play 
an important role in the transition to higher education (Boute et al. 2007; Yorke and Longden 
2008; Wilcox et al. 2005).  
The terms retention and persistence are frequently used interchangeably and attempts to 
distinguish them have not been successful (Noel-Levitz 2008; McCormack and Lucas 2014). 
Tinto alluded to the distinction when he said: 
Leaving is not the mirror image of staying. Knowing why students leave does not tell us, at least 
not directly, why students persist. More importantly it does not tell institutions, at least not directly, 
what they can do to help students stay and succeed.   
(Tinto 2006, p.6) 
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Hagedorn (2012) suggested that retention is a measure at the institutional level whereas 
persistence is a measure at the student level. Tinto (2017) more recently stated that the 
predominant focus on student retention has been through the lens of institutional action and how 
institutions can retain students.  He argued that “students, however, do not seek to be retained. 
They seek to persist” (Tinto 2017, p.254). Their interests are different. This current study focuses 
on exploring the student perspective and to learn how institutions can support students to be able 
to persist. It is timely to take the opportunity to re-conceptualise student retention from a narrow 
reductionist view of retaining students to a broader more and student-centred view that explores 
why students persist and how this can be supported. While the conceptual models of student 
retention discussed in this chapter have been developed from different views and philosophies, 
they clearly demonstrate the complexity that surrounds student retention. They convey the 
understanding that student characteristics and background, pre-entry experiences, students’ 
interactions with the academic and social spheres of college life, the values and ethos of an 
institution, the integration process (academic and social), the feeling of belonging and part of a 
supportive environment are all factors in the promotion of student retention and persistence.  
This study adopts a more broad understanding of student retention and shifts focus to the student 
experience to better understand how to support students to persist. The elements of social 
integration, social connections and the belonging are a central focus of this study. These important 
social (friendships, social involvement, social networks etc.) and psychological factors (fitting in, 
belonging) that influence student retention are core underpinnings of this study. Both social 
integration and belonging will be discussed later in this chapter, however, it is important to note 
the influence of these concepts on the conceptualisation of student retention adopted by this study 
which encompasses the academic and social domains of the student experience and the role of 
belonging, social connections and social networks, particularly during transition.  
 
 
2.3 First Year Experience 
The first year in higher education attracts interest and focus from a range of sources including 
researchers and administrators (Black and MacKensie 2008; Kift et al. 2010; Nelson 2014). A 
significant body of research and practice has been developed that is concerned with enhancing 
the first year experience (FYE) with the aim of improving student retention (Yorke and Longden 
2004; Kuh et al. 2005; Longden 2006; Jamelske 2008; Kift 2005; Tinto 2009; Kift et al. 2010; 
Nelson et al. 2012; Denovan and Macaskill 2013; Morgan 2013, Bugden et al. 2014; Nelson 
2014; HEA 2015; National Forum 2015).  Literature suggests the importance of the first year 
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experience as being the foundation stone to successful, student retention (Yorke and Longden 
2004; Kuh et al. 2005; Longden 2006; Jamelske 2008; Brinkworth et al. 2008; Tinto 2009; Kift 
et al. 2010 Morgan 2013; Nelson 2014). This engagement spans academic and social facets of 
college life and also encompasses institutional culture.  
Research frequently indicates that the majority of students that leave do so within their first year 
and stress that experiences during students’ first year of study significantly can impact persistence 
(Lau 2003; Longden 2006; Tinto 2009; Briggs et al. 2012; Morgan 2013; Moore-Cherry et al. 
2015). The first year student experience has been cited as more complex than ever (Morgan 2013). 
Morgan (2013) highlights that diversity in higher education generates challenges that requires 
involvement across the whole of the institution in order to effectively support students and create 
a sense of belonging. A whole institution approach to supporting students has also been strongly 
advocated for in other studies, particularly in the context of social justice and widening 
participation (Tinto 2009; Sanders and Higham 2012; Kift et al. 2010; Nelson 2014; Thomas et 
al. 2017; Anand et al. 2020). Morgan’s (2013) Student Experience Practitioner Model advocates 
for a broader understanding of the first year experience within the context of the overall student 
lifecycle. This model has six stages, of which the first four are concerned with the first year 
experience. This model extends the concept of FYE to all new students starting in a new institution 
whether entering to first or later years of a programme, those beginning or returning to higher 
education, undergraduate and postgraduate students and those studying full-time or part-time 
courses. This model demonstrates that it is not just first year students that can be new to higher 
education. Those that have previously attended higher education may be starting in a new 
institution, starting a new programme or returning to higher education after a break. It reminds us 
that the requirement for support during transition is not confined to just first year students and 
that new students from other years may also encounter similar challenges However, the scope of 
this study is limited to exploring the experiences of first year students and in particular during 
their first weeks.   
Within the first year, integration and the transition period has received significant attention. Tinto 
(1993) highlighted the importance of social and academic integration. Pittman and Richmond 
(2008) found that belonging and the quality of student friendships are important factors in the 
adjustment period for first years in higher education. Social isolation was identified by Yorke 
(1999) and Yorke and Longden (2008) as an influential factor in the decision to withdraw, 
particularly during the first semester for first year students. Evidence suggests that contact with 
friends and happiness reduces students’ sense of isolation (Eivers et al. 2002), and that 
establishing new friendships and networks is a critical part of transition as students that do not 
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succeed at making compatible friends are likely to withdraw (Mackie 2000, cited in Harley et al. 
2007).  
Literature on the first year experience and student transition is closely aligned. As just discussed, 
the transition period within the context of the first year has been highlighted as worthy of 
attention.  First year is a time where identity is re-shaped and students come to terms with whether 
their expectations about university life have been met, can be changed, or if the disparity between 
them and reality is too large for them to remain (Krausse and Coates 2008). It has been found that 
experiences during the first few weeks can be important in influencing students’ decision to 
persist (Wilcox et al. 2005; Bugden et al. 2014; Whannell and Whannell 2015; Gerodetti and 
Nixon 2017) thus, it is important to explore the transition period to gain a deeper insight into the 
experiences and needs of students during this time in order to understand how students can be 
supported to be able to persist.  Doing so necessitates being student-focused and involves 
exploring ways to create opportunities to help students to develop these skills and to create the 
optimal environment for persistence to flourish.  Peer mentoring, is one potential way that this 
can be achieved as it promotes opportunities for becoming members of social networks. This 
study explores the experiences of students participating in a peer mentoring programmes and the 
role that social connections pay during transition.  
 
 
2.4 Student Transition  
It is important to conceptually consider transition within the first year experience. Starting in 
college requires students to negotiate the unfamiliar. Adjustment involves making connections 
between pre-entry experiences and the new experiences of higher education, progression from the 
known to the unfamiliar (Menzies and Baron 2014). The complex process of transitioning and 
integration can present challenges and pressures which have to be resolved. Making and 
maintaining social connections and support with peers (and staff) is central to this process as 
during the transitional phase students have a vital need to belong and to identify with others 
(Wilcox et al. 2005). This time can be enhanced by providing the opportunity for students to form 
positive social relationships with other students and staff (Johnson and Watson 2004 in Briggs et 
al. 2012; Wilcox et al. 2005). 
Lowe and Cook (2003, p.73) showed that although most students coped adequately with the 
transition into higher education, there was ‘a considerable minority’ that found university to be a 
negative experience. Many of these students failed to come to terms with the academic and social 
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demands of their university life. The results of this UK study indicated that a substantial 
proportion of students were poorly prepared for the emotional aspects of separating from their 
previous environment and adjusting to their new environment at university (Lowe and Cook, 
2003).  Yorke and Longden (2004, p.40) highlighted that for some students, the first year is, 
“daunting, intimidating and alienating”. This has also been described as an ‘intimidating leap into 
the unknown’ by McInnis et al. (1995, p.2) and lonely and bewildering (Boyd and Lintern 2006 
in Bugden et al. 2014).  
Transition is cited as a time for conflicting emotions of apprehension and excitement which can 
potentially mean the adjustment is not easy (Andrews and Clark 2011). The importance of this 
key period is not to be ignored as those who have difficulties with the transition may disengage 
at an early stage and/or perform badly (Gibney et al. 2011). Confidence, motivation and 
perseverance have been found to play an important role in transition into higher education 
(Christie et al. 2008). McMillan’s (2013) work on the role of emotion in successful transition 
highlighted the need to develop student supports, including peer-mentoring, which are cognizant 
and respond to the impact of emotional responses to change. It has been found that students that 
adjust more successfully are those that demonstrate high emotional management and high levels 
of emotional self-efficacy (Nightingale et al. 2013). 
It is argued that understanding the experiences of undergraduate college students from the 
perspective of social readiness is key to developing effective retention and transition programs to 
promote student integration and success (Secuban 2012). It has been found that a significant 
majority of students starting in higher education were worried about making friends and fitting in 
socially, while most believed they had the ability to succeed in their chosen area of study or were 
committed to completing their studies (Andrews and Clark 2011; Clark et al. 2013). Developing 
student supports such as peer mentoring are important as they provide opportunities to meet 
people and make friends. By developing strong friendships, students gain social and emotional 
support (Harley et al. 2007) which enhances the general sense of belonging and well-being and 
helps them overcome problems that they encounter (Thomas 2002). Jackson (2010) found that, 
although students can experience transition into higher education differently, for most students, 
the change from a familiar environment into an unfamiliar one denotes a period of instability or 
uncertainty. Changes experienced during this period may cause students to experience negative 
emotions and feelings such as home-sickness, isolation, anxiety and unhappiness (Thurber and 
Walton 2012; Denovan and Macaskill 2013).  
Crisp and Cruz (2009) conducted a study during orientation week on first year students’ 
expectations and found that a successful transition depends on the ability to make a rapid 
adjustment to a new environment as well as having academic ability. Literature provides evidence 
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of two types of adjustment, academic and social, when starting college (Barry and Finney 2009; 
Yorke 2000). As highlighted earlier, Wilcox et al. (2005, p. 707) proposed placing equal emphasis 
on successful integration into the social and academic ‘world’. They further examined the concept 
of social integration which describes the extent to which students become members of social and 
academic worlds and employed the term support to represent the ‘functional content of 
relationships such as the perceived or actual support received’ (ibid., p.708). Social integration 
describes the structure of social relationships. Social support encompasses emotional, 
instrumental, informational and appraisal elements. It has been found that student social networks 
may be better for facilitating transition than supports provided by higher education institution 
(Menzies and Baron 2014). It is important that barriers to social interaction are broken down 
during transition to enable and support students to make friends and create social networks 
(Bugden et al. 2014).  The process of becoming members of the new social world of a higher 
education institution and the development of social connections were explored during this 
research study. Peer mentoring programmes are a way to support students during transition and 
to overcome barriers to social interaction and create social networks (Black and MacKensie 
2008). 
 
2.4.1 Models of Student Adjustment 
Literature has highlighted that there are different stages associated with transition that students 
experience before they begin to adjust to and successfully integrate into their new environment. 
Models of student transition generally highlight the internal changes that an individual goes 
through in a new environment and stress that transition is a non-linear and disruptive process 
(Bridges 2011, Menzies and Baron 2014). Consequently, it is important to consider these stages 
and how they may impact on an individual’s ability to persist. 
Bridges’s Transition Model (2011) originally developed within an organisational environment, 
identifies three overlapping phases: Ending, Losing and Letting Go, The Neutral Zone and The 
New Beginning. Individuals enter the first phase when they first encounter change. This model 
suggests that emotions such as fear, sadness, confusion, frustration, uncertainty and a sense of 
loss can be experienced (ibid. 2011). The second phase, describes how individuals are trying to 
adapt to a new environment while still attached to their old one. During this phase, individuals 
can experience uncertainty, impatience and anxiety about their role. When individuals have begun 
to embrace the change and begin to develop the skills needed to engage and learn in their new 
environment, they are deemed to have entered the third phase (ibid. 2011). This model conveys 
that a transition to a new environment is not without its challenges and can cause an individual to 
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experience negative emotions which must be overcome. It highlights that it may be appropriate 
to provide support for individuals during the phases of transition. 
Cheng et al. (2015) argued that this model has relevance for understanding student transition 
within the context of higher education as the first phase could represent the early weeks of students 
in college when they experience changes that are related to the new environment. Literature 
conveys that students can experience feelings of homesickness, isolation, confusion and anxiety 
(Denovan and Macaskill 2013; Thurber and Walton 2012). The external and internal changes 
encountered during the second phase can result in anxiety due to meeting new people and 
academic performance (Wrench et al. 2013; Cheng et al. 2015). Cheng et al. (2015) suggest that 
the final stage can represent when individuals become more confident and adapt to the university 
learning routines and environment.  
Situated within a higher education context, Risquez et al. (2008) proposed the U-Curve Theory 
of Adjustment to illustrate the experiences and stages that students go through during transition.  
Reworking an organisational model, three stages of transition are proposed: honeymoon, culture 
shock and adjustment. The first stage is short and is where the majority of students are entering 
college and envisage opportunities for personal, academic and social growth (Cheng et al. 2015). 
Following this, feelings of disillusionment occur in the culture shock stage.  During this phase, 
the student may experience anxiousness over academic demands and/or may experience negative 
emotions such as isolation, loneliness, homesickness, sense of loss and detachment.  These 
feelings are experienced because of changes in their environment, their social network and their 
learning environment (Barnes 2014). The third phase, the Adjustment phase, is where the student 
begins to adjust and settle in the new environment. During this time they can form friendships, 
develop a sense of community with peers and experience more positive emotions. While this 
model does not outline how students might achieve this, it suggests the potential for a peer 
mentoring programme to help hasten the movement to phase three by offering the opportunity to 
meet others and form connections which can help overcome some of the challenges outlined for 
phase two. 
A subsequent Student Adjustment Model developed by Menzies and Baron (2014), comprises of 
four stages: 1) pre-departure, 2) honeymoon, 3) party’s over, and 4) healthy adjustment. While 
this model is similar to the U Curve theory of Adjustment, it focused on the transition of 
international students but also considers individuals’ mood and disposition throughout their 
adjustment and how it changes as an individual progresses through the stages.  It explains that 
mood is neutral just before starting college (stage 1) and changes to positive in stage 2 with 
students feeling excited and happy (Cheng et al. 2015).  The mood changes to a low mood in 
stage three as the student is experiences shocks and is faced with realities of the new environment 
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where the student may feel confused, isolated and stressed (Menzies and Baron 2014, Thomas et 
al. 2020). In the fourth stage the mood returns to neutral as the student becomes comfortable in 
the new environment, adapts to the study demands and receives support. Menzies and Baron 
(2014 p. 94) found it to be important to “build positive and rewarding experiences” for students 
and cite providing opportunities for interaction with other students as a way to this. They 
concluded that student-based support, as well as college supports influence transition.  
 
These models provide insight into the potential for students to experience fluctuations in mood 
and conflicting emotion during their adjustment. They illustrate that adjustment has phases and 
there are times when students can feel vulnerable, isolated and can struggle before they feel 
comfortable in their new environment and have developed a sense of community. They also 
convey that integration is part of transition and contains both social and academic components 
and highlight the need for institutional initiatives that will help combat these feelings and promote 
opportunities for social support.  It is advised that during this critical period, interactions with an 
institution should be supportive and empathetic (Risquez and Sanchez-Garcia 2012). 
 
2.4.2 Transition as a Non-linear and Continuous Process 
The length of the transition period has been debated in the literature. Palmer et al. (2009) found 
transition into first year to be unpredictable and turbulent and argued that it is not a linear process. 
Jindal-Snape (2010) proposed that starting in higher education consists of multiple simultaneous 
transitions in terms of a new context and environment and also in terms of new interpersonal 
relationships. The new context can encompass moving to a new location as well as a new learning 
environment. New relationships are formed with peers (classmates and other students), academic 
and other staff as well as changes to existing relationships with family and friends.  They stated 
that transition should be viewed as an ongoing process. This is supported by Penn-Edwards and 
Donnison (2011) who posit that transition is not at all linear and is not located at a point in time 
(such as orientation) or even over a specific length (such as the end of the first semester). They 
propose that transition is a continuous and cyclical process.  The notion of transition being 
continuous and individual to each student is an important one for this research study. Peer 
mentoring offers the opportunity to develop social networks and to leverage support from 
connections which are there when individuals may face challenges and not just a support that is 
available for the first few weeks of term when starting in college. 
Gale and Parker (2014) conducted an in depth review of literature on student transition and 
identified three broad transition categories: induction, development and becoming, which have 
led to different transition policies programs and research activities. Understanding transition as 
32 
 
‘becoming’ rejects the notion of transition as a linear process and acknowledges the complexity 
and individuality of the experience and state that it is not “universally experienced and 
normalised” (ibid. p.11). They argue that the majority of research and practice in relation to 
student transition is disconnected from the extensive body of research on youth and life 
transitions, education research and social theory. This, they assert constrains the conception of 
student transition and therefore, limits the policies, research and practices that emerge from these 
positions. They emphasise that the dominant discourse around student transition is ‘system-
driven’ and ‘system-serving’ (p. 747). Students are “expected to make the transition into higher 
education while conforming to existing institutional requirements. The possibility of broader 
systemic or structural change to meet the needs of a diverse student population tends to be 
marginal” (p. 747). Their work highlights that supporting transition should not be about helping 
students to navigate existing dominant structures and practices but should requires a broader 
change to meet the needs of a diverse student population. While this is beyond the scope of this 
research study, the message about change and the need to move away from system driven 
discourse is an important one. Gale and Parker (2014) assert the need for research and policy that 
draws on broader literatures and is cognizant of the lived reality of students and responsive to 
them rather than to institutional interests.  This research study acknowledges this and draws on 
the broader literature of social network and social capital to explore how students can be supported 
to persist and prioritises their interests over system needs. 
Exploring the transition of students through a lens of persistence is important for three reasons. 
Firstly, it facilitates drawing on the broader literature as suggested by Gale and Parker to better 
understand transition. Secondly, it moves away from ‘system-serving’ towards a more holistic 
‘student-serving’ approach. Thirdly, it supports the concept of transition as a continuous and non-
linear process that is individual. In doing so, it illustrates the need to support students to become 
members of social networks so that there are resources available to them the help them overcome 
challenges which they may face at different stages throughout the first year. This position builds 
on the models detailed earlier as it acknowledges that transition can be tumultuous for some where 
various emotions can be experienced and challenges presented.  However in addition, it places 
the student needs at the centre and highlights that transition is not a process that individuals 
overcome (even with encountering difficulties), but rather is one that can present challenges at 
various stages through a college experiences.  It highlights that supporting students to persist 
requires looking beyond the first weeks of the first semester. 
The arguments outlined in this section are very important to this study and support the case for 
examining the personal and social dimensions associated with transition and the role that 
belonging and social networks play during this time. The importance of a sense of belonging and 
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fitting in has been identified in the theoretical models and will be discussed in more detail in the 
next section. Formal and informal social systems have also been identified as elements of social 
integration. Peer interactions, friendships and social supports will be explored and their part in 
the development of social networks.  This study focuses on student persistence by exploring the 
student perspective and considers the role of the psychosocial factors (belonging, social supports, 
social networks and friendships) and their role in supporting students during transition and the 
first year. 
 
2.4.3 Irish Policy and Research on Student Transition  
During the last decade, there has been a move in national policy to recognise the need for 
supporting transition from second level education to higher education. In 2011 the Higher 
Education Authority (HEA) and the Department of Education and Skills (DoES) began been 
working with key stakeholders on a transitions reform agenda.  The aims of this process were to 
broaden entry routes into higher education and to revise the grading bands and the calculation of 
leaving certificate points. A report from the Department of Education and Skills (State 
Examinations Commissions 2015) acknowledges that a multi-faceted approach is required to 
ensure successful transitions which requires broadening entry routes occurs in conjunction with 
other actions. The new leaving certificate grading bands were introduced in 2017.  
As part of this reform higher education institutions were requested to review their portfolio of 
undergraduate programmes to ensure a mixed portfolio of programmes and a move towards 
common entry within disciplines. In addition, the National Strategy for Higher Education in 
Ireland report, (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills, 2018a p.56) proposes that “Higher 
Education Institutions should prepare first-year students better for their learning experience so 
that they can engage with it more successfully”. 
Within the Irish higher education context, there is a very limited body of research relating to 
transitions to higher education.  The National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and 
Learning (NFETL), published a series of reports between 2015 and 2017 addressing transition 
from second-level and further education (FE) to higher education. Among these a 2015 report 
(National Forum 2015), examined whether new entrants coming from second level to higher 
education have been equipped with skills and competencies they need to succeed and their 
perceptions of the differences between their new and previous learning environment. This report, 
while acknowledging social aspects and concerns of the participants, focused predominantly on 
academic aspects, expectations, supports and skills required for transition.  This report highlighted 
that there is a dearth of research relating to transitions to higher education in Ireland.  
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A subsequent report in the following year (National Forum 2016) explored the transition for 
students from further education (FE) courses to higher education and highlighted differences in 
their experiences. While these reports undoubtedly add to the general understanding regarding 
the transition experiences of students within the Irish context, they predominantly focus on 
academic aspects of transition such as time management and academic preparedness. These 
reports do not provide much additional insight into the psychosocial aspects of transition for 
students or add to the knowledge base of how programmes and interventions developed within 
the social and services domains can support transition. 
Byrne and Flood (2005) examined the perceptions of first-year accounting students in an Irish 
University. They reported that one quarter of students did not feel academically prepared for their 
studies or confident in their ability. A later study by Moore and Gilmartin (2010) explored the 
experiences of a group of first year geography students taking a blended learning module at 
another Irish University. This study reported a lack of social interaction as one of the main 
obstacles to student transition into the learning environment and large class sizes were reported 
as leading to students feeling isolated and disconnected. This added to the inability to support 
social interaction between students which is necessary to support transition. Sheridan and Dunne 
(2012) found through a qualitative study that examined the reflective journals of first students 
that although many students reported challenges with undertaking group work, most managed the 
transition effectively. These reflective journals were related to their learning and not to other 
aspects of their transition. However, this study did indicate that students felt that institutions do 
not always listen to or react appropriately to student views.   
More recently, a study conducted by Gibney et al. (2013) found the most frequently cited 
challenges faced during transition were related to the social aspects of college life. The next was 
challenges related to time management. This quantitative study was also conducted in an Irish 
University and examined the recollections of first year students of their concerns, motivations, 
level of preparedness and perceived skills when starting in college. Their behaviour during the 
initial weeks was explored in order to understand students’ anxieties and their confidence to 
manage the transition. Their findings indicate that by the eight week of the first semester, students 
seemed to have identified behaviours required for success at higher education but noted that this 
did not always influence changes in behaviour.  
This current study agrees with the National Forum report (National Forum 2015) on the dearth of 
research relating to transitions to higher education in Ireland. In addition, this review highlights 
that this scarce research has been predominantly conducted within the Irish Universities and not 
within the Institutes of Technology. Although these studies have highlighted the importance of 
the social domain and social integration for students, the majority of studies have been conducted 
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within the academic sphere or focused on academic aspects.  In addition, they do not explore how 
to support students to be able to persist, but focus more on how they can be retained. This research 
study aims to address the imbalance and address the gap in the literature by exploring the 
experiences of students during transition within the social domain. This is reflected in the research 
questions where this study seeks to explore the experiences of students participating in a peer 
mentoring programme and to understand how forming social connection supports transition. 
 
 
2.5 Role of Belonging 
The importance of building a sense of belonging has been highlighted as an important factor for 
retention and transition (Morrow and Ackerman 2012; Briggs et al. 2012; Strayhorn 2012; 
Thomas 2012; O’Keeffe 2013; Masika and Jones 2016; Thomas et al. 2017; Tinto 2015; Tinto 
2017). The concept has, however, been present in the dialogue on student retention for over two 
decades. Tinto (1993) found that a student’s sense of academic and social belonging influences 
retention. Interactions with the academic and social spheres of the institution can increase or 
decrease this sense of belonging. 
The importance of feeling a sense of belonging is clear. Krausse (2005) defined developing a 
sense of belonging as a critical part of a successful first year experience. Palmer et al. (2009) 
found that the likelihood of remaining at university was higher for students who developed a sense 
of belonging to the institution. Students often enter higher education having little knowledge of 
what to expect (Lowe and Cooke 2003) and these inaccurate expectations can contribute to 
disengagement from both the academic and social spheres of the institution which can in turn 
impact negatively on academic performance and personal and social development. They continue 
that eliminating unrealistic expectations about college life is key to developing and facilitating a 
sense of belonging and attachment to the institution. It is important to mention that students’ 
expectations can be about academic and social aspects of college life. Strayhorn (2012) stated that 
the absence of belonging can result in marginalisation, alienation or isolation. 
 
2.5.1 Defining Belonging 
Belonging in higher education is understood as students feeling valued, accepted and encouraged 
by both peers and staff. The concept been connected with and is closely related to engagement 
(Thomas 2012; 2020). However, the wish to create social connections and form ties with others 
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has its roots in psychological research. Belonging has been defined in other disciplines as a need 
for positive regard from others (Rogers 1951), belongingness (Maslow 1954; Maslow 1962; 
Baumeister and Leary 1995) and the need to relate or relatedness (Vallerand 1997). Goodenow 
(1993) suggested that a sense of belonging in a school environment is related to the level of 
acceptance, respect, inclusion and support from others that a student feels. Vallerand’s (1997) 
relatedness means being connected to the institution. 
Baumeister and Leary (1995) argued that belongingness, which is important for wellbeing, is 
more than a wish for social contact but represents a “fundamental human motivation” (p. 497). 
They proposed a belongingness hypothesis which suggests that human beings have a persistent 
wish to form and maintain even a small number of positive, enduring interpersonal relationships. 
The need to belong is ongoing and satisfied by forming lasting and positive connections. Failure 
to have this need met may cause feelings of loneliness and isolation. Satisfying the need to belong 
can result in experiencing positive emotions like happiness while not meeting the need can cause 
negative emotions such as anxiety and loneliness.  
Goodenow (1993) explored sense of belonging within educational environments and proposed 
that the feeling of belonging may increase students’ self-belief that they can succeed and 
consequently increase their academic motivation. The more recent work of Strayhorn (2012, p.6) 
proposed that belonging is “a basic human need, a fundamental motivation, sufficient to drive 
behaviours and perceptions”. Satisfying this need he stated “leads to positive gains such as 
happiness, elations, achievement and optimal functioning” (ibid.). Strayhorn (2012, pp.18-23) 
focusing specifically on the importance of a sense of belonging for college students, proposed 
core components for a sense of belonging as: 
 a basic human need  
 sufficient to influence human behaviour 
 intensifying in importance in certain contexts or at certain times 
 occurring as a consequence of mattering or being valued 
 affected by social identity 
He explained that belonging produces other positive outcomes and that the need to feel belonging 
must be satisfied continually as it is open to change as circumstances and contexts change. 
While his research is relevant to both academic and social integration in higher education, it 
focuses strongly on the psychological elements of belonging and focuses on the individual level. 
Of relevance to this study is the fact that he connects belonging to social identity and highlights 
that there are times and contexts where feeling belonging increases in importance for the 
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individual. Transition into higher education is a time when this may occur. Strayhorn argued that 
belonging is an important aspect of college life and defined it as: 
Students’ perceived social support on campus; a feeling or sensation of connectedness, 
the experience of mattering or feeling cared about accepted, valued by and important to 
the group (e.g. campus community) or others on campus (e.g. faculty, peers).   
(Strayhorn 2012, p. 17) 
This research is aligned with this definition of belonging. The importance of social support and 
social networks along with the concept of belonging are core underpinnings of this research. This 
definition views belonging as personal, subjective to the individual student of feeling accepted 
and valued.  The sociological perspective is also present in this definition in terms belonging to a 
group or community (social network). It is also congruent with Bean’s (1980) definition of 
retention which refers to the psychological aspects of student integration of feeling that one fits 
along with positive experiences. This study argues that it is necessary to explore both the 
psychological and sociological aspects of students’ experiences to understand the relationship 
between social networks and belonging and how they interact with or impact social integration. 
 
2.5.2 Social Integration  
The concept of belonging has been interchanged at times with social integration in the literature. 
Thomas (2012) proposed that belonging is closely associated with academic and social 
integration. As discussed earlier, becoming a student encompasses constructing a new identity 
and a sense of belonging to a new environment, as well as acquiring new academic skills (Beder 
1997 in Wilcox et al. 2005; Briggs et al. 2012). Evidence shows the development of learner 
identity as critical to student success and achievement but a key challenge of the transition to 
higher education for many is managing changing identities, making friends and developing a 
sense of belonging to the institution (Krausse 2005; Briggs et al. 2012). 
It has been discussed earlier that studies that have investigated the role of social support in relation 
to retention and transition have mostly been from a psychological perspective. Bean and Eaton’s 
(2001), work on a psychological model of college student retention proposed that psychological 
processes underpin academic and social integration and, therefore, psychological factors should 
be considered as part of student retention interventions. The psychological response to the 
interaction of the student with the college environment, they argued, is the feeling of academic 
and social integration. 
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The majority of studies on sociological aspects and social support have taken place within the 
academic environment but yet, as they acknowledge, the wider social domain plays a role in both 
successful adjustment and decisions about whether to remain at college or leave (Moore-Cherry 
et al. 2015). Such studies used the concept of social support to examine the processes through 
which social integration impacted on the decision to remain or leave and found that making 
compatible friends is important for successful integration and that the emotional support that 
students receive by doing this can be a support when they encounter problems. They suggest that 
further work is required on how social relationships are formed in order to deepen the 
understanding of student retention. 
As stated earlier, this study argues that it is necessary to explore both the psychological and 
sociological aspects of students’ experiences. Focusing on a psychological perspective, belonging 
lies at the individual level, but as previously considered, the sociological structure of relationships 
also needs to be considered. Thomas (2012) drew from both psychological and sociological theory 
to develop an understanding of belonging. From a sociological perspective, Thomas explains how 
a disparity between a student’s background and that of the institution may result in a student 
feeling that they do not belong and consequently leaving early. The impact that the student’s 
background and institutional values and culture may have were discussed in earlier sections of 
this chapter. Societal issues can further impact on the ability of a student to feel that they belong 
or affect their sense of place within an institution and may impact negatively on their confidence 
and engagement (Yorke and Thomas, 2003). 
 
2.5.3 Belonging and Student Retention 
Thomas (2012) found that a sense of belonging is core to student retention and success and is 
most successful where activities to promote a sense of belonging are mainstreamed. Belonging is 
fostered when students enjoy coming to college (Krausse and Coates 2008). A sense of belonging 
to a community and college is a powerful indicator of engagement and can be fostered across the 
social and academic domains of college life.  While Thomas (2012) argued that belonging is most 
effectively cultivated through mainstreaming activities that have an explicit academic purpose 
that all students participate in, it does not mean that all interventions must be based in the 
academic domain to be relevant to student retention. Opportunities to develop supportive 
relationships with peers can be developed within the social and service domains. Pittman and 
Richmond (2008, p. 354) found that a sense of belonging within a third level environment is 
linked to “positive self-perceptions of social acceptance and scholastic competence” again 
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demonstrating that belonging spans academic and social spheres. They also suggested that 
programmes that aimed to facilitate the enhancement of students’ sense of belonging and assist 
students to develop positive links with friends would benefit their adjustment.   
While all students need to experience a sense of belonging to their course, discipline and to the 
institute, it is essential that students in first year experience this connection as early as possible. 
Thomas (2012) and Hagenauer and Volet (2014, cited in Moore-Cherry 2015) argue that the 
development of a feeling of belonging is of particular importance in the first year of study, as 
most decisions to leave are made during this year. While this study acknowledges the importance 
of integration and belonging in both the academic and social spheres, it predominantly focused 
on the exploration of the social domain. 
FYE programs have been criticised for being staff-led and not exploring or recognising the 
important role students may play in facilitating transition (Mattanah et al. 2010). Andrews and 
Clark (2011 p. 5) proposed that by exploring the use of its own students, an opportunity is created 
for a “win-win-win” situation that promotes a sense of belonging in new students, develops new 
skills in existing students and reduces student attrition. Sanders and Higham (2012, p.5) have also 
stated that students are a “substantial and undervalued resource”. Though peer mentoring students 
are given the opportunity to explore their new environment through “the formation of safe and 
supportive peer relationships”. Andrews and Clark (2011) conducted a three year study into peer 
mentoring across six higher education institutions as part of the What Works? project. Five of 
these were in the United Kingdom and the sixth was in Norway. They found peer mentoring was 
key to encouraging student success during transition. In addition, they found that peer mentoring 
supports new students to gain a sense of belonging during a new and uncertain time. For this 
reason they described existing students as an institutes’ “most valuable asset” (Andrews and 
Clark. 2011, p.7).  
Evidence suggests that mentoring programs have a positive effect on student transition, sense of 
belonging, retention and skill development (Glaser et al. 2006, cited in Heirdsfield et al. 2008; 
Andrews and Clark 2011; Thomas 2012). Providing the opportunity for students to form positive 
social relationships with other students and staff assists and supports transition (Johnson and 
Watson 2004 cited in Briggs et al. 2012; Wilcox et al. 2005; Menzies and Baron 2014). The 





2.6 Peer Mentoring 
There are varied forms of peer mentoring discussed in the literature with disparate terminology 
used including peer mentoring, peer-support, peer tutoring, peer-assisted learning, guiding, 
coaching and role modelling, with the programmes structured in a variety of ways (Heirdsfield et 
al. 2008; Clark and Andrews 2009; Crisp and Cruz 2009; Andrews and Clark 2011; Clark et al. 
2013; Cooper 2018). These terms are used interchangeably, even within institutions, and it is 
argued that the lack of a consistent definitions makes it problematic to determine what the concept 
involves (Budge 2006; Clark and Andrews 2009; Andrews and Clark 2011; Collings et al. 2016; 
Webb et al. 2016). As a result, mentoring has been applied inconsistently across a variety of 




Clark and Andrews (2009) conducted a comprehensive literature review that explored the wider 
context and background around mentoring and peer mentoring. They found that regardless of the 
terminology used to describe the activity, it is the distinctive nature of the relationship between 
the individuals involved that draws the different conceptualisations and definitions of mentoring 
together. They also highlighted other predominant elements of mentoring including the transfer 
of knowledge from the mentor to the mentee, the existence of a hierarchical relationship and the 
developmental aspect of the relationship (ibid. 2009). 
In the more traditional forms of mentoring, mentors were perceived to be more knowledgeable, 
older and passing down knowledge to the younger, less experienced protége (Andrews and Clark 
2011). The apprenticeship model of mentoring involves the mentee gaining experience of 
working with an experienced professional (Webb et al. 2016). Kram (1980 in Welch 1996) 
specifies two functions of mentor; career (where the mentor coaches the individual, and gives 
exposure and protection) and psychosocial (where the mentor serves as a role model, advisor and 
friend).  Budge (2006) proposes that the ‘essence’ of mentoring includes guidance and support.  
The context in which mentoring occurs impacts on the definition of mentoring with many studies 
examining mentoring within an organisational setting (Clark and Andrews 2009).  While 
examining these can help understand the background and typologies of mentoring, it is studies 





2.6.2  Peer Mentoring within Higher Education 
Evidence suggests that mentoring schemes within higher education have evolved and can be 
varied in form (Collings et al. 2016). Jacobi (1991, p. 505) conveyed that mentoring in higher 
education does not follow the traditional apprenticeship model but has moved towards a “retention 
and enrichment strategy for undergraduate education”.  In higher education more traditional forms 
of mentoring involved an academic staff member acting as a mentor and providing a supportive 
academic relationship to mentees (Collings et al. 2016). In contrast peer mentoring involves 
students acting as a support to new, less experienced students. Goff (2011) argued that within a 
higher education mentoring relationship, mentors do have more experience and achievement 
within that particular environment compared to their mentees, but the difference in experience is 
less prominent.  
Jacobi (1991) stated that mentoring relationships are helpful, supportive and reciprocal and 
involve direct interaction between the mentor and the mentee. She identified three components of 
which one or all may be present in the mentoring relationship: a) emotional and psychological 
support, b) direct assistance with career, academic and professional development and c) role-
modelling. It is argued that the first and last of these categories are the most relevant to peer 
mentoring in higher education (Andrews and Clark 2011).  
Goff’s definition, based on the work of Crisp and Cruz (2009), defines peer-mentoring in an 
academic context as: 
A relationship between two or more students whereby one student, only slightly more experienced, 
takes on a mentor role and provides guidance, instruction and support to another less-experienced 
student or group of students.  
Goff (2011, p.2) 
 
Peer mentoring differs from traditional mentoring because it is based on an equal relationship that 
does not have the hierarchy issues that can exist in traditional mentoring (Andrews and Clark, 
2011). McInnis et al. (2000) recommended that programs where more experienced students adopt 
the role of peer mentors are preferable because they provide more effective support during the 
first-year transition. Having students in a mentoring role instead of academic staff maximises the 
ability of students to share their own recent experiences, and thus the process does not involve 
any of the differences in status that may exist between staff and students (Hall and Jaugietis 2011). 
Jacobi’s work identified different theoretical approaches that are appropriate for mentoring in 
higher education as they integrate theories of mentoring into other higher education theories 
(1991, pp. 522-525).  These theories are a) Involvement in Learning which draws on Astin’s 
theory of involvement, b) Academic and Social Integration (drawing on Tinto 1975, 1993), c) 
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Social Support which focuses on the needs of the individual and their social support network and 
d) Developmental Support which focus predominantly on adult development. The latter of these, 
she states, has limited relevance for mentoring in a higher education context because they focus 
on adult development.  Jacobi asserts that the different theoretical approaches will emphasize 
different aspects of the mentoring relationship and should be “viewed as complementary to, and 
not competitive with, efforts to develop models of the mentoring relationship” (1991, p.523). Hall 
and Jaugietis (2011) state that for peer mentoring programmes that focus on engagement (which 
they use to mean non-academic aspects) rather than academic support, it is the theories of 
integration and social support (b and c above) that are most relevant. They suggest that integration 
refers to the level that students belong and how they identify with their institute community. 
Social support refers to their membership of social networks and the emotional support they 
receive.  The peer mentoring programme that is the attention of this study focuses on the social 
elements of transition and is closely aligned to theories b and c above. 
The two most common forms of programmes that involve students helping other students are peer 
tutoring and peer mentoring (Colvin and Ashman 2010). Clark and Andrews (2009) suggested 
that while both peer mentoring and peer tutoring are valuable and beneficial to students, they are 
not the same thing and are not mutually exclusive. They continue that confusion exists between 
the two terms (Clark and Andrews 2009). Peer tutoring programmes (also referred to as peer-
assisted learning) typically focus on a more advanced or senior student helping more junior 
students with academic work. Peer mentoring programmes focus on providing advice, knowledge 
and support to the mentee and may or may not focus on academic issues (Colvin and Ashman 
2010).  
Peer tutoring strategies have been well researched with a significant body of evidence citing their 
effectiveness (Hall and Jaugietis 2011; Ginty and Harding 2014). Topping and Ehly (2001, p. 
113) described peer assisted learning (PAL) as a generic term for “a group of strategies that 
involve the active and interactive mediation of learning through other learners who are not 
professional teachers” and cited peer tutoring as the most evident example. These programmes 
are described as “a form of study support whereby experienced student leaders from senior years 
support the learning experience of other less experienced students” (Ginty and Harding 2014). 
Both peer tutoring and mentoring involve mutual learning (Clark and Andrews 2009). Risquez 
and Sanchez (2012, p.213) outline that PAL programmes are more structured and focused on 
performance, whereas peer mentoring is “more holistic and directed by the mentee's needs and 
interests”. They also report that the mentoring relationship is associated with “a close and safe 
relationship underpinned by empathy and mutual trust, free of power relationships, where benefits 
are bidirectional and mutual” (ibid. p. 213) and with psychosocial support and mutual 
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understanding at the core of the mentoring relationship. This explanation conveys how the 
psychosocial aspect and the interpersonal connections are central to peer mentoring. The second 
research question is designed to explore such social connections.    
Challenges and issues of implementing peer mentoring are identified in the literature. Unsuitable 
parings along with boundaries between the mentor and the mentee have been highlighted by 
Andrews and Clark (2011).  The expectations and nature of boundaries and role must be clear 
(Colvin and Ashman 2010). Specific to academic focused peer mentoring, McGinty and Harding 
(2014) advised that potential personality clashes between the student leaders in study sessions and 
low attendance of tutees (mentees) need to be considered. Again, clarity on the role is required as 
mentees and peer tutors themselves may not always clear on the tutoring role (Colvin and Ashman 
2010).  
Peer mentoring that focuses on integration and social support can be structured to include a wide 
variety of components (Hall and Jaugietis 2011). Identifying those components is an important 
step in the development of a successful program. These components can relate to the structure or 
content of the programme and may be fixed by the institution or flexible depending on the 
organisers of the programme and in some cases be decided by mentors themselves (ibid. 2011). 
This study explores the transition of first year students participating on a peer mentoring 
programme. The programme focuses on the social integration and social support as opposed to 
having an explicit academic focus. For this reason, the programme draws on Tinto’s integration 
theory and theories of social support as outlined earlier by Jacobi (1991).  
 
2.6.3 Structure and Characteristics of Peer Mentoring programs 
Literature indicates that peer mentoring programs can be structured in various ways. Collings et 
al. (2016) advise that many mentoring schemes match more senior student with first year students 
and help to orientate them in their new environment, and provide advice and guidance. 
Differences can exist within the formality of the peer mentoring relationship.  Some schemes 
focus on non-traditional or vulnerable groups such as ethnic minorities or mature student (Black 
and MacKenzie 2008; Sanders and Higham 2012). It is reported that there are specific features 
that can contribute to effective mentoring programmes including the size of the mentoring group, 
the personality or characteristics of the mentor and the presence of a programme co-ordinator 




Black and MacKenzie (2008) examined peer support programmes for first year students in nine 
higher education institutions in Scotland as part of the quality and standards in higher education 
in Scotland. Their report highlights examples of both ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ programmes 
(ibid. 2009, p. 3).  Horizontal refers to where students within the same year group support each 
other, and vertical refers to where more senior students support first year students. They 
distinguish between implicit and explicit forms of peer mentoring and define implicit forms of 
support as the typical activities of a higher education institution where students are offered 
opportunities to meet and engage with other students academically and socially such as clubs and 
societies, student accommodation, online learning networks and educational activities that 
provide opportunities for students to work in small groups. Explicit forms of peer supports refer 
to programmes that are implemented specifically with the aim of increasing opportunities for 
students to meet other students. These are predominantly concerned with either supporting the 
transition and social integration of first year students through peer mentoring, or have a specific 
academic focus like peer assisted learning (ibid. 2009). This single report illustrates the range and 
variance that can exist in the structure of mentoring programme. 
Clark and Andrews’ review (2009) was followed up by an extensive research study into peer 
mentoring carried out at six HEIs, as part of the What Works? project (Andrews and Clark 2011). 
Their classification of seven types of peer mentoring by form and constituents further conveys 
the breadth of programmes that operate under the title of peer mentoring and the differences 
existing among them. They illustrate differences that exist between peer mentoring programmes 
in terms of the duration of the programme, whether programme is targeted or generic, mandatory 
or optional (‘opt-in’ or opt-out’), formal or informal in structure. Within the six HEIs involved in 
the study, all the approaches to peer-mentoring were classified as falling into one of three 
categories: transitional university-wide opt-out peer mentoring, longer term university-wide opt-
in pastoral peer mentoring and writing peer mentoring (ibid. p.25). Following this extensive study, 
an ‘ideal’ peer mentoring approach was developed called Transition+ (ibid. p.83). The peer 
mentoring programme explored in this research current study (P2P) is very closely aligned to this 
model and will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3 in section 3.1.4. 
Mentoring has been linked to a safe, empathetic relationship from which there are reciprocal 
benefits for the mentor and mentee (Andrews and Clark 2011; Risquez and Sanchez-Garcia 2012). 
While the literature is clear on the positive role that peer mentoring plays for students, particularly 
during transition, Collings et al. (2014) argued that the majority of literature on peer mentoring 
has focused on discussions on mentoring or the development of mentoring. Colvin and Ashman 
(2010) examined the benefits and risks of mentoring relationships. The reciprocal nature of 
mentoring has been examined in detail (Andrews and Clark 2011). Collings et al. (2014) 
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evaluated the impact of peer-mentoring on level of student wellbeing, integration and retention 
and reported that participating in a peer mentoring programme moderated the effects of transition 
on levels of social support and self-esteem. Peer mentoring has also been found to promote a 
positive transition (Clark et al. 2013) but there is a paucity of research exploring why this is. 
Heirdsfield et al. (2008) argues that in order to effectively support first-year students in their 
transition to university, mentoring must be seriously considered as a sustainable option.  However, 
it is reported in a UK study that there is ‘only scant research that measures how students utilise 
mentors within Higher Education’ (Collings et al 2016, p. 1997). 
Within the Irish higher education context, a report published by the National Forum for Teaching 
and Learning found (2015) stated that peer-mentoring schemes were rated very highly by students 
in supporting their transition to higher education. However, Carragher and McGaughey (2016), 
who conducted a systematic review of the literature on peer mentoring, highlight that there is 
limited research into peer mentoring within the Irish higher education context. Risquez and 
Sanchez (2012) conducted a study on an electronic peer mentoring program which was 
implemented in an Irish university to facilitate first year transition to college which provided some 
insight into the psychological and emotional support electronic peer-mentoring can provide. The 
study reported that it was possible for significant supportive relationships to occur through this 
form of mentoring which supported the adjustment and transition of students. 
A later study conducted by Webb et al. (2016) in an Institute of Technology, which evaluated the 
effects of a peer mentoring programme on students’ perceived levels of academic anxiety and 
settling in reported positively on the value of peer mentoring for participants. Nearly half of those 
that had considered leaving reported that participating in mentoring had changed their mind. 
Another study undertaken in two Institutes of Technology in Ireland explored the first-year 
experience of students on a peer-assisted learning programme (McGinty and Harding 2014).  
Participants reported a positive experience of the programme but also identified issues with 
attendance, communications and promotion. In general, peer mentoring has been found to hold 
the potential to support transition. However, there is a dearth of research within the Irish context 
that explores why this maybe the case, particularly within the social domain.  
 
2.6.4 Role of Peer Mentoring in Promoting Student Retention 
Receiving social and academic support from peers has been found to be beneficial to students 
(Andrews and Clark 2011; Goff 2011). Wilcox et al. (2005) illustrated how the source of 
emotional support changes for students through the establishment of friendships. They state that 
in the very early stages of transition, before students have established new friendships, emotional 
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support from family and friends at home can act as a cushion against the stress of feeling alone in 
a new environment. The majority of participants in their study expressed severe anxiety about 
making initial contacts that may or may not develop into friendships. In the transitional phase, 
students have “an urgent need to belong, to identify with others” (ibid, p.713). Therefore, having 
a safe place to negotiate new identities as students, having friendly faces around and making initial 
contacts which may or may not develop into friendships is important during this time. They found 
that as students begin to develop friendships, these friendships begin to replace their reliance for 
support on family and friends at home. It is in this way that the initial feelings of anxiety and 
loneliness are overcome for most students (ibid.). Andrews and Clark (2011) found that regardless 
of social background and level of prior education, starting at college is often a difficult step. They 
found that the majority of new students are not concerned about the academic side of college but 
are worried about making friends and finding their feet. Peer mentoring they argue, creates a sense 
of belonging from the start and addresses fears about making friends. Mattanah et al. (2010) cited 
evidence that a peer-led social support programme resulted in students developing meaningful 
connections with other students, providing them with role models for successful transition 
through the sharing of experiences and help to overcome difficulties that they encountered. 
It has been acknowledged that peer mentoring, allows the mentor to become a vehicle by which 
the new student adapts and integrates into their academic and social community (Bean and Eaton 
2001). Mentoring provides the opportunity for students to develop strategies for addressing and 
managing the needs and challenges they may encounter and helps to develop a sense of belonging. 
However, the sociological aspects also must be considered as peer mentoring is connected to the 
development of social networks. Thomas (2002) demonstrated new social networks at university 
often provided support for students to overcome difficulties. Pascarella et al. (2004) proposed that 
participating in experiences outside the classroom can enhance social capital. The link between 
experiences that promote supportive relationships with others and the potential for acquiring 
capital to promote success has also been made (Pascarella et al. 2004; Strayhorn 2010). Putnam 
(2000) proposed different forms of social capital and stated that new social capital can be formed 
through shared experiences and purposes.  It is therefore, not static but is malleable and open to 
change. The potential of social connections and networks to provide social and emotional support 







2.7 Social Networks  
There is a common theoretical perspective that transition to college disrupts established social 
networks (Mattanah et al. 2010). During the initial weeks at college, students are trying to cope 
with moving away from their old social support networks and developing new ones (Collings et 
al. 2014). Developing new social networks is part of transition but it takes time to cultivate 
connections. 
Pittman and Richmond (2008) found that students who participated in interventions which 
focused on developing social support among peers and provided help in establishing social 
networks, compared with students who did not participate in such programs, experienced better 
adjustment in their first semester. Mattanah et al. (2010) conducted a study to examine if peer-
led social support groups facilitated the adjustment of students during transition into university. 
They found that the intervention reduced loneliness and raised students’ perceptions of social 
support by the end of their first year of college.  
Trust plays an important role in accessing some of the benefits of social networks (Tonkaboni et 
al. 2013; Field 2017; Stone 2018).  Peer mentoring programmes have been shown to provide safe, 
empathetic and supportive relationships for students and opportunities to form social connections 
(Andrews and Clark 2011; Risquez and Sanchez Garcia 2012). As stated, this current study aims 
to explore the experiences of first year students participating in a peer mentoring programme and 
to consider the role of social connections and social networks. 
 
2.7.1 Social Network Theory 
The second research question moves beyond peer mentoring as a concept to encapsulate social 
network theory and it is therefore necessary to discuss and establish some core concepts of this 
theory. The discussion on social network theory will remain limited to introducing key concepts 
that can be applied to understanding the social aspects of forming connections and membership 
of social networks that is an essential part of transition for new students entering higher education.  
A network comprises of “a set of actors or nodes along with a set of ties of a single type to connect 
the nodes” (Borgatti and Ofem 2010, p.19). The nodes can be individuals, teams, organisations 
or any entity that can have a relationship with another entity (Borgatti and Ofem 2010; Borgatti 
and Halgin 2011). There can be a wide variety of type of ties including friendships between 
individuals and collaborations between organisations.  Daly (2010, p. 4) defines a network as “a 
group of actors who are connected to one another through a set of different relations or ties”. 
According to Stone (2018) social networks consist of “similarly interconnected groups of people”. 
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He continues that a social network comprises of clusters of people who know each other well with 
links also existing between the clusters. This study is aligned to Stone’s understanding of a social  
network where clusters of peers know each other well and are interconnected to other clusters 
within the institute community. 
The genesis of modern research into social network theory and analysis is attributed to the work 
of Moreno in the 1930s who found that the positions that individuals occupy in a social structure 
have consequences for those individuals (Borgatti and Ofem 2010). The theory’s early 
development evolved from three research positions: the sociometric analysis tradition, the 
interpersonal relations tradition and an anthropology tradition (Liu et al. 2017).  Borgatti and 
Ofem (2010) attribute the growth of social network theory research to distinguishing factors of 
the network paradigm. Firstly, the network lens facilitates the examination of most social systems 
that are characterised by relations between entities. Secondly, it can link quantitative, qualitative 
and graphical data (ibid. 2010). As stated, social network theory is implicit within the second 
research question for a number of reasons primarily because the study aims explore a social 
system and the relationships between the actors in the social system are a central focus. According 
to Borgatti and Ofem (2010, p. 18) social network theory considers the “web of relationships in 
which actors are embedded that both constrain and provide opportunities” with the environment 
in which the entity or actors operate being an important element. Similarly, the relationships and 
connections between students are a core focus of the second research question.  The concept of 
the network itself is a core fundamental aspect of this theory where clusters of individuals that 
know each other well and are connected to other similar clusters. The environment in which the 
connections and networks operate is a core component of this research.   
A broad range of entities can be studied in social networks including, individuals, communities, 
villages, organisations, countries, or any entity that it is possible to have a relationship with 
another entity (Grosser and Borgatti and 2013). There are many forms of ties that connect or link 
the nodes in a network including friendships ties, relationships among family members and 
associations or alliances among tribes or groups (ibid. 2013). Stone (2018) uses the analogy of a 
rail network to describe a social network and details how some individuals are imagined as major 
stations as they connect many lines and some individuals are less connected stations, representing 
those with less ties and links.  Some individuals are on the periphery of networks, like the smaller 
stations situated farther out on a line. While some people are more isolated and cut off, others are 
very well linked and connected. He continues that individuals can generally travel to any point in 
that network from any point. Some routes will be more direct, while others may require several 
changes between different lines. This demonstrates that individuals can have different types of 
connections but the potential is there for all members of the network to access and travel across 
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the network.  The links between the nodes or individuals can be varied and can include friendships 
or less close ties. 
Daly (2010) examines social network theory from a change perspective and states that it is the 
informal networks of relationships that are the determinant of how successful change will be. He 
attributes this to the quality of social ties and the importance of social structure which directly 
impacts in the type of knowledge that an individual receives.  Social network theory helps to 
understand how and to what extent information is dispersed throughout an organisation, who is 
sharing information with whom, and the informal and formal systems through which this occurs 
(Daly 2010). This illustrates that membership of a social network is important way of information 
sharing and therefore is a potential resource for students.  It also highlights that students can form 
formal and informal connections. Social safety is the term used to describe how social networks 
can nurture a sense of community, affiliation, and trust for members (Maness 2017).  
 
2.7.1.1 Strong and Weak Ties 
Granovetter (1973) used the terms weak and strong ties to convey the types of connections in a 
social network and those used to travel across networks. Strong ties are contacts that individuals 
are more like to have a strong social connection with and conversely, weak ties are those where 
individuals are less likely to be socially involved (Maness 2017; Stone 2018). Strong ties are those 
that are highly connected, communicate with each other often and where a great deal of trust 
exists between these individuals (ibid. 2017; 2018). Examples of strong ties include parent 
relationships, sibling relationships and best friend relationships. Weak ties are social contacts with 
which an individual tends to have a more relaxed or loose connection. This can be attributed to 
less frequent interactions or a personal feeling of a lack of closeness (Maness 2017). Examples of 
weak tie relationship are acquaintances, and work colleagues.  
Weak ties, will be characterised by a low-density network where as a network of strong ties like 
close friends is likely to be highly connected, where most people know each other well (Stone 
2018). Granovetter (2012, in Stone 2018) asserts that not all weak ties are of value to the 
individual, only those that serve as bridges between strong tie networks. Liu (2017) contends that 
though not all weak ties become bridges, they are more likely to become bridges than strong ties. 
Stone (2018) explains that while bridging (weak) ties allow individuals to access new information, 
strong ties enable people to get things done effectively, and exhibit greater trust. He concludes 
that the ideal social structure is created by a mixture of strong ties and weak ties.  The concept of 
strong and weak ties is relevant to this study because it illustrates that it is possible to have 
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different types on connections within a network and are able to use these ties and connections to 
bridge between networks.  
Stone (2018) posits the value that exists in social networks is social capital and because social 
capital can be converted as a result of the benefit it brings within a social network, it can be a 
substitute for other forms of capital.  Social capital is one of the core conceptual foundations to 
understanding social network theory and one of the most important theoretical concepts to emerge 
from social network thinking (Daly 2010; Grosser and Borgatti 2017). Social network theory and 
social capital theory are utilised in this study as components of a conceptual framework within 
which to explore the experiences of the participants during transition and to examine the role of 
social connections through the lens of persistence. 
 
2.7.2 Social Capital  
Social capital refers to benefits acquired by either an individual or a group as a result of 
interactions between actors in a social network Lin (1999). Grosser and Borgatti (2013) define it 
as the benefits of network connectedness while Manness (2017) asserts that social capital depicts 
the concept that social networks have value.  
As in social network theory, the importance of relationships is a core underpinning of social 
capital.  Social capital has been cited as a resource from which members of the social network 
can draw on. Bexley et al. (2007 cited in Budgen et al. 2014, p.159) define social capital as “an 
attribute of individuals that draws its leverage from the power of the social connections available 
to them”. The concept of social capital has existed over a number of decades with Bourdieu, 
Putnam and Coleman considered the “theoretical fathers” of social capital (Holland et al. 2007). 
Although Bourdieu, Putnam and Coleman proposed differing perspectives on social capital they 
all considered networks to be important. They differ, however, in their views on who can access 
and benefit from the networks and how they operate.  
Bourdieu introduced the concept of ‘capital’, which may be social, cultural or symbolic and 
illustrated the role that different types of capital play in the reproduction of inequality. His interest 
was in how dominant and elite classes retain their power and position and found that that there is 
inequality among actors in both their possession and activation of resources. All forms of capital 
are related to an individual’s position in social space or social structure and therefore capital is 
reproduced and reinforce the individual’s position further (Tzanakis 2013). 
Bourdieu defines social capital as: 
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…the aggregate of the actual potential resources, which are linked to possession a durable network 
of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition. 
(Bourdieu 1986 p. 248) 
 
Coleman (1998) explored how social capital operates and how it could be used to improve and 
benefit marginalised communities. He suggested that social capital is developed as a result of 
interactions and not acquired (Budgen et al. 2014) distinguishing it from Bourdieu’s concept. 
Coleman viewed social capital as a resource because it encompasses reciprocity and operates 
beyond the level of the individual at the wider network. Coleman (1998) also asserted that social 
capital is a social structure that facilitates an individual to achieve things that without it, it may 
not be possible to achieve. These networks operate with trust and shared values (Field 2017). 
Coleman also found that, social capital within educational communities can counterbalance some 
of the socio-economic disadvantage that exists in the family (Field 2017). 
Putnam also contended that social networks have value. He defined social capital as “connections 
among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise 
from them” (Putnam 2000, p.19). He also distinguished between different forms of social capital 
bonding social capital and bridging social capital. Bonding capital refers to inward looking 
networks where members have strong ties and frequent interactions. Bridging social capital refers 
to networks with weak ties and less frequent interactions (Miracle 2013). 
There are common themes present in the literature on social capital (Miracle 2013; Field 2017; 
Stone 2018). Firstly, they all refer to social networks, membership of networks, social structures 
or social connections.  They emphasise that social capital is developed as a result of social 
networks and that membership of these networks or social structures is required. Secondly, the 
requirement for trust between members of a network is clearly articulated.  A social network built 
on the foundation of trust “allows individuals to accomplish certain ends and feel confident in his 
or her access to the resources that exist within the social network” (Miracle 2013, p. 31). Thirdly, 
the resources, reciprocity and benefits that are accessible to an individual as a result of 
membership of a social network. Flap (2004, p.7) explains that “Social capital basically refers to 
the importance of resources, which, although possessed by other persons, are available to a given 
individual through their social relations with these others”. 
Social capital can be found both at the individual and group level (Grosser and Borgatti 2013; 
Miracle 2013). The individual level, refers how individuals access and use resources for benefit 
for themselves (Lin 2001; Grosser and Borgatti 2013; Miracle 2013). Social capital at the group 
level, is collectively produced and owned from which the group benefits.  The cohesiveness of 




2.7.3 Social Capital, Social Networks and Student Retention 
Connections to, or membership of, a group network or community, the existence of trust and 
shared values among the network members and the notion of reciprocity or gaining resources 
through the membership of the group  are common themes in the discussion on social capital and 
social networks (Miracle 2013; Field 2017). Strong social networks are reported as vital to 
successful transition (Mackie 2001; Wilcox et al. 2005; Harley et al. 2007; Thomas 2012). Social 
capital is cited as a critical factor in managing social and academic transitions required when 
starting in higher education (Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). In terms of integration, social capital has 
been linked to creating a new learner identity. It is argued that students from more privileged 
backgrounds have access to a greater number of groups and networks to support their transition 
compared to those from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Jensen and Jetten 2015). Higher 
social capital makes identity change and thus, transition easier as transition to higher education is 
viewed as a normal part of life (Jensen and Jetten 2015). Students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds may be the first in their family to go to college and do not have familiarity with 
higher education nor the support of others in their family with the same experience to help support 
the transition (Jensen and Jetten 2015; Budgen et al. 2014; Moore-Cherry et al. 2015).  Research 
indicates that both socio-economic background and social capital, prior to entering higher 
education, impact on students’ abilities to form learner identity which is part of their adjustment 
and transition (Jensen and Jetten 2015). In terms of transition, Holland et al. (2007) examined the 
significance and use of social capital in young peoples’ lives across three areas including a 
transition context, with a focus on the role of family, friends, education and community during 
transitional stages. They found that young people can develop and use social capital to navigate 
transitions. They proposed that Putnam’s distinction between bonding and bridging social capital 
is important to enable negotiation of transitions from primary to secondary school and from youth 
to adulthood (Holland et al. 2007). Bonding social capital, refers to inward looking links and is 
focused on relationships and the trust and reciprocity that exists within networks and groups. It is 
what is referred to as helping people to “get by”. Bridging social capital refers to outward 
connection within groups. They reported that the young people in their study valued bonding 
social capital during their transition to help them access new networks.  
Social capital incorporates interpersonal interactions, personal connections and shared values 
(Field 2009). Evidence has demonstrated that the extent to which students have formed 
friendships and social networks is an important factor when making a decision to remain or not 
in higher education (Thomas 2002). She continued that social capital represents the extent to 
which people can access networks and appears to have significance in higher education as the 
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friendships and social networks formed provided support to overcome difficulties that they 
encounter. It is the aspect of social capital and the focus on relationships and connections and the 
role it may play in transition that is most relevant for this research. Social capital in college is 
often gained by participating in activities and events outside of the classroom (Pascarella et al. 
2004). Providing opportunities to form relationships with individuals that result in access to 
resources such as emotional support, information, resources and career networking, offers the 
potential to develop social capital (Miracle 2013).  
According to John Field (2009) the core meaning of social capital is that ‘relationships matter’ 
with social networks being a valuable asset. He explains that through making connections with 
others and maintaining them, people are able to achieve things that they could not by themselves 
or could only do so with great difficulty. Transition into higher education is about becoming 
members of social networks and forming new identities as a learner in higher education. The peer 
mentoring programme examined in this research study provided opportunities to develop 
supportive connections and networks. Social capital and its emphasis on the importance of 
relationships forms part of the conceptual framework used in this study to explore the experiences 
of participants participating in a peer mentoring programme and to understand how forming social 
connections supports transition into higher education. 
 
 
2.8 Conceptual Framework 
A conceptual framework conveys important information about the research topic and provides a 
conception or model of the research phenomenon (Maxwell 2013).  It is this framework that 
informs the research design and helps the development of relevant research questions, the 
selection of appropriate research methods and the identification of potential threats to validity and 
conclusions (ibid. 2013) and is an important part of a research study (Robson 2011). The literature 
review is an essential phase that contributes to the development of the conceptual framework as 
it helps to shape the research questions and points of emphasis for the study (Yazan 2015; 
Harrison et al. 2017).  Merriam (1998) stresses the importance of a conceptual framework in a 
qualitative study and indicated that it is the “orientation or stand that you bring to your study” (p. 
45) and “is the lens through which you view the world” (p. 45). 
Having undertaken a review of the literature on student retention, it is evident that belonging, 
membership of social networks and social capital are connected with student transition and must 
form part of the conceptual framework. This study uses peer mentoring as the vehicle that 
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potentially links these concepts together and explore how this may support students during 





Figure 2.4 Working Conceptual Model: The role of Peer Mentoring in Forming Social Connections 
during Transition 
 
The outer circle titled persistence conveys the ‘orientation’ or the lens through which the 
experiences of participants are examined in this study. Exploring how students can be supported 
to persist and the importance of creating an environment for persistence to flourish are integral 
elements of this study. Using this lens necessitates exploring the broader psychosocial elements 
that contribute to the student experiences to gain a deeper insight into their lived experiences and 
their needs and an understanding of how to support them to be able to persist. The peer mentoring 
experience in the inner circle is the vehicle through which the experiences are examined. 
Participating in peer mentoring promotes opportunities to meet people. In doing so, the potential 
to become members of social networks, to develop a sense of belonging and to develop social 
capital from membership of these networks is available. The resources that are acquired through 
the development of social capital may help to support individuals when they encounter challenges. 
Transition is one such time where individuals may experience mixed emotions and challenges. 
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Exploring transition through the lens of persistence requires taking a student-focused approach 
and understanding how to support students to be able to persist. This framework conveys the 
concepts that have framed the development of the research questions. 
 
The diagram above presents the key concepts of this research study. However a conceptual 
framework also comprises of the values and beliefs that have informed the decision to research a 
phenomenon and the experiential knowledge that the researcher brings to the research study.  
Maxwell (2011) has highlighted how the background and identity of the researcher has often been 
regarded as influence that should be eliminated from the process or treated as bias. He argues that 
prior experience is an important element of research design. Making this explicit is important and 
it is necessary therefore, to provide a background and context to the professional role of the 
researcher. This has been included in section 3.2. 
 
 
2.9  Gap in Knowledge 
This literature review has illustrated that student retention is multi-faceted and complex and has 
highlighted the dominance of an outcome and system focus to national policy in the area of 
student retention. It is only recently that there has been an acknowledgement of the need for 
policies that recognise student success as a process and not an output or outcome driven (National 
Forum 2019). A case has been presented for conceptualising student retention as persistence in 
order to broaden the understanding of student experiences and move away from the predominantly 
system driven, quantitative perspective that currently dominates Irish policy discourse. 
The requirement for research and policy that draws on broader literatures and is cognizant of the 
lived reality of students and responsive to them rather than to institutional interests has been 
illustrated (Gale and Parker 2014).  The current research study acknowledges this and draws on 
the broader literature of social network theory, social capital and identity theory to explore 
transition, peer mentoring and how students can be supported to persist.  In doing so, it aims to 
address a disconnect that has been identified between literature on retention and social theory 
particularly within the Irish context.  
It is argued that much of the focus on first year in the literature has arisen from a growing concern 
about student retention and tends to be dominated by a concern about student withdrawal rather 
than supporting student persistence (Black and MacKenzie 2008). The study supports this view 
and has found no literature within the Irish context that focuses solely on persistence rather than 
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a more dominant discourse of progression and outcomes. The need for more research on the first 
year experiences of students has also been highlighted.  It therefore aims to help address this gap 
within the Irish higher education context. 
Having examined relevant literature, a dearth in qualitative research relating to transitions to 
higher education in Ireland was also evident. In addition, this review highlights that the limited 
research conducted to date in the area has predominantly taken place within the Irish Universities 
and there exists a significant dearth in research within the Institutes of Technology sector. Many 
studies have had a quantitative approach with the vast majority of studies conducted within the 
academic sphere. This research study aims to address this imbalance and add to the literature by 
exploring the experiences of students during transition within an Institute of Technology with a 
focus on the social domain.  
Research on peer mentoring in higher education is in its infancy in Ireland. While most studies 
report positively on peer mentoring, there is scant literature on the experiences of students as 
mentees, particularly within a social integration focused model of peer mentoring. Most outcomes 
of peer mentoring programmes have been measured by academic progress as indicators of 
success. This study aims to add to knowledge of peer mentoring within the Irish context in general 
with a particular focus on exploring first year students’ experiences of peer mentoring. While 
international research appears to stress the benefits of peer mentoring in higher education from a 
transition perspective, there is scant research that examines theoretically why this is the case. 




Student retention is complex and multifaceted. Literature clearly identifies that there is rarely a 
single reason why people, leave but rather a multiple of interconnecting reasons. Successful 
integration into the academic and social domains has been found to be key to student retention.  
There are institutional factors that must be considered in terms of culture, ethos and values, as 
these can impact on a students’ sense of belonging. Nurturing a culture of belonging is a critical 
component of student retention. However, belonging encompasses both psychological and 
sociological aspects and consideration must be given to both when developing approaches to 
promote student retention, particularly during transition.   
The predominant focus of national studies and policy discourse has been quantitative in nature. 
However, there is a strong discourse in the literature which suggests the importance of the student 
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experience, social and academic integration and the need for equal emphasis on both the social 
and academic worlds of college life (Krausse 2005; Wilcox et al.; Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). 
Most research on the first year experience is focused on providing social support within the 
academic sphere of university life (Wilcox et al. 2005). The dominance of a research focus on 
academic aspects of university life has resulted in a dearth of information on students’ experiences 
of the wider social sphere of university life with many of the studies on social support conducted 
within the academic domain.  Yet, research has shown that the wider student experience can play 
a role in the decision to persist or leave.  This qualitative study examines the experiences of 
students participating in a peer mentoring programme during transition and their first year. It 
explores the role of social connections in supporting transition and the contribution of the wider 
social domain. 
A broader more holistic view focused on supporting persistence was adopted in contrast to the 
more narrow and reductionist view of retaining students evident in national policy and discourse. 
Evidence shows transition to be a time where students can be faced with conflicting emotions, 
doubt and challenges as they navigate their way through creating new learner identity and 
adjusting to their new environment. During this time students may be vulnerable, experience 
conflicting emotions and have a need to identify with others. Bean’s successful integration model 
(1980) clearly links successful integration to a sense of fitting in, belonging and positive 
experiences. Developing friendships and forming social networks can help provide a support for 
students that is needed during times of upheaval and when facing issues or challenges and help 
them to overcome problems that they encounter (Thomas 2002).  
This review examined the personal, psychological and social dimensions associated with 
transition and the role that belonging and social networks play during this time from the 
perspective of students. Social networks at university can provide support for students to 
overcome difficulties (Pascarella et al. 2004).  The first year students that participated in this 
study were participating in a peer mentoring programme.  It has been argued that there is little 
evaluation of peer mentoring with a high proportion of literature focused on discussions on 
mentoring or the development of mentoring (Collings et al. 2014). This study examined peer 
mentoring from the perspective of the mentees and if it contributed to the development of social 
supports and social networks for the first year students. 
There is not as strong an emphasis or requirement for higher education institutions to promote 
opportunities to develop social capital as other forms of capital and yet it has clear links to student 
retention. This research combined psychological and sociological elements by using the concepts 
of belonging, social networks and social capital as a conceptual framework for his study to explore 
the experiences of students participating as mentees in a peer mentoring programme. Using 
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persistence as a lens or focus, this qualitative study explored the role of social connections and 
how they can support students during transition. In doing so this study aims to contribute to the 
knowledge on student transition and the experiences of students in the wider social sphere of 
college life.   
The following chapters will detail how this study was conducted and outline the themes that 
emerged during the two stages of this research study. It will then explore the role that social 





3. Chapter 3 Methodology 
 
3.1 Introduction  
A research philosophy is concerned with how data about a research topic should be gathered and 
analysed. In this chapter the research context and the ontological and epistemological assumptions 
that underpin this study are outlined. An overview of the context in which this qualitative study 
was conducted and of the peer mentoring programme is presented. The research design and 
methods employed are outlined and an overview of the analysis methods and processes is 
provided. 
 
3.1.1 Research Aim and Research Questions 
Entering third level education involves a level of adjustment for most students. It can be a time 
for conflicting emotions of apprehension and excitement which can potentially mean the 
adjustment is not easy (Andrews and Clark 2011). A peer-mentoring programme for first year 
students offers participants the opportunity to engage and interact with their peers at a time when 
they may be facing many challenges, both academically and socially. This offers the opportunity 
to meet people, create connections and become members of social networks which can provide 
support to them during transition.   
The aim of this research is to explore the experiences of first year students participating in a peer-
mentoring programme and the role of social connections during this time.  The research questions 
are: 
 What are students’ experiences of a peer mentoring programme during their first year? 
 How can making social connections through participating in a peer mentoring programme 
support transition? 
 
3.1.2 Research Context 
This research study was conducted within an Institute of Technology in Ireland. The higher 
education sector in Ireland comprises of Universities, Colleges, and Institutes of Technology 
(IoTs). This section contextualises the research study by providing an overview of the Institute of 
Technology sector and the institution in which the study was conducted.  A more in-depth 
description of the peer mentoring programme is also provided. 
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The IoTs are higher education institutions that are not as the title suggests, confined to the 
technology disciplines, but engage in both teaching and research in a wide variety of disciplines. 
The development of these institutions commenced in the 1960s with the first five opening in 1970 
as Regional Technical Colleges.  Waterford was one of these institutions. In the late 1990s these 
were all reassigned to Institutes of Technology commencing with Waterford in 1998. There were 
fourteen Institutes of Technology in Ireland, thirteen of which are governed under the Regional 
Technical Colleges Acts. Dublin Institute of Technology was created under separate legislation 
with different powers than the other thirteen colleges. 
The IoT mission includes the provision of practical and academic qualifications at a variety of 
levels and to engage in sectoral and regional research and development. One of the main outcomes 
of recent higher education national policy has been reform and rationalisation of the IoT sector. 
The National Strategy report (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills, 2018a) made 
recommendations for the creation of technological universities and it is envisaged that a 
“Technological University will be distinguished by a mission and ethos that is aligned and 
consistent with the current mission and focus of institutes of technology with an emphasis on 
programmes at levels 6 to 8 and industry-focused research” (Higher Education Authority 2020b).  
The process and criteria for designation as a technological university were subsequently set out 
and includes the requirement that there must be a merger of at least two institutions.  The 
Technological Universities Bill was published in December 2015 provides the legislative 
underpinning for IoTs that wish to merge with a view to becoming Technological Universities. 
The Technological Universities Act 2018, sets out a process whereby consortia may submit an 
application for TU designation (Higher Education Authority 2020b).  
As of 2020, there is currently one designated technological university which was established in 
2019, one consortium pending designation and three consortia engaged with the process to 
become designated as technological universities.  Waterford Institute of Technology (WIT) is 
engaged in the process with Institute of Technology Carlow. 
 
3.1.3 Profile of Institution 
The Institute in which this study was conducted is situated in the south east region of Ireland and 
has a student population of approximately 10,000. Approximately three quarters of these are full-
time students and one quarter are classified as part-time. The range of academic disciplines 
includes Humanities, Health and Nursing, Science and Informatics, Engineering and Architecture, 
Business and Education.  
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The Strategic Plan for the Institute 2018-2021 (WIT 2018) sets out the vision to be a community 
of collaborative, inclusive and innovative educators. The Plan provides a direction for Waterford 
Institute of Technology that is focussed on those opportunities and outlines the organisation’s 
strategic goals. This plan conveys the commitment to offering high quality transformative 
educational experiences that are student centred, responsive to learner needs and ensuring that 
opportunities are available for every individual to meet their full potential. Creating educational 
experiences that liberate the potential of individuals and enable professional and personal 
development. The plan states that “We believe in the power of community, in inclusivity and 
partnership and in the co-creation, exchange and sharing of knowledge” (WIT 2018, p.17). This 
plan conveys a wish to be responsive to learner needs.  This research study supports this and aims 
to better understand the student experience by qualitatively examining the experiences of students 
participating on a peer mentoring programme.  This upholds the Institute’s desire and 
commitment to be student centred and supportive of learner needs. Supporting students to be able 
to persist is supporting them to meet their full potential. 
 
3.1.3.1 Student Profile 
The HEA recently published a Spatial & Socio-Economic Profile of Irish higher education 
institutions (HEIs) (Higher Education Authority 2019). This report uses 2017/18 student data to 
analyse the socio-economic profile of students from twenty four Irish higher education 
institutions. This publication uses deprivation index scores, which are a composite index of census 
measures that cover the demographic profile, social class composition and labour market 
situation. The deprivation index score for Ireland follows a normal distribution with a mean of 
zero. The mean of the higher education student population is higher than this national mean, at 
1.9. However, this report illustrates that the deprivation index score mean for students in WIT of 
-2.3 is lower than the national mean and is also lower than most of the Irish student population. 
This score is the third lowest of the twenty four higher education institutions (HEIs). Similarly 
the national HEI figure for students from disadvantaged areas (with deprivation index scores less 
than -10) is 10%, whereas the score for WIT is 17%. This means that the Institute has a higher 
proportion of students with low deprivation index scores than almost all HEIs and also a higher 
number of students that would be classified as disadvantaged. 
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The largest cohort of full time students who enter first year in this institute do so through the CAO 
route. This cohort is not homogenous and comprises school leavers with the Leaving Certificate3, 
QQI FET (FETAC) applicants and mature applicants4. There are approximately 2000 new first 
year entrants each year. 
The most recently published data on new entrant student progression from the HEA provides a 
quantitative overview of non-progression of new entrants in the 2015-16 and 2016-17 academic 
years into the following academic year (Higher Education Authority 2020a). This report states 
that the national overall rate of non-progression has fallen from 16% for 2010/11 entrants to 13% 
for 2016/17 entrants. This report conveys that WIT is performing around sectoral averages, but 
the non-progression figures are above national averages for level 8 (honours degree) and level 6 











Level 8 (Hons 
Degree) 
16% 15% 10% 
Level 7 
(Ordinary Deg) 
18% 23% 23% 
Level 6 (Higher 
Certificate) 
27% 23% 23% 
 
Table 3.1 Non-Progression Rates for 2016/2017 to 2017/2018 for First Year New Entrants (Taken from 
HEA 2020a p. 51) 
 
While this study does not focus on non-progression figures, this data is provided to illustrate the 
institutional context in which P2P operates. The institute has ambitions to lower these figures and 
has welcomed the developments of transition initiatives as a result. 
                                                     
3 The Leaving Certificate examination is the terminal examination of post-primary education in Ireland. It is held 
at the end of the Senior Cycle in post-primary schools. For more information see the State Examinations 
Commission website www.examinations.ie. 
FET/FETAC refers to training between post-primary level and higher education (post leaving cert). QQI 
(Quality and Qualification Ireland) is the national oversight body and more information is available at 
www.qqi.ie.  
4 Mature students are defined as students that are aged 23years or older on the 1st January on the year of 
entry to higher education 
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The department in which the study is based collates overall progression figures for each 
programme of study. These figures indicate an average decrease across the four programmes in 
non-progression figures of 3% in the year following this study. One of the four courses displayed 
an increase in non-progressions rates of 1% on the previous year. There was no data for one of 
the programmes as there was not a year one intake due to re-configuration of the course. There 
was reduction in non-progression for the remaining two courses, one of these by 12%. This data 
is provided only to add to the contextual information and there is no evidence of a direct link 
between this average decrease and participating in the peer mentoring programme. The 
department continues to be supportive of the programmes since this study and it has expanded to 
new courses that have commenced within the department. 
 
3.1.4 Research Context: P2P – Peer Mentoring Programme 
As outlined, this study focused on first year students participating in a peer mentoring programme 
in an Irish higher education institution. The peer mentoring programme, called P2P was 
established by the Department of Student Life and Learning (SLL) in the Institute. P2P at the time 
of this study was in its third year running in the Department of Health, Sport and Exercise Science. 
Initially, a pilot of this programme was run across three courses in the department; BA in Exercise 
and Health, BA in Health Promotion and Bachelor of Business in Recreation and Sport 
Management. During the period that this study was conducted, it had been extended to a fourth 
course, the BSc in Sports Coaching and Performance.  During the period of this research study 
there were two hundred and forty first year students in this department. Forty three students from 
second, third and fourth year of the respective programmes in the department were trained to act 
as mentors to the first year students. Mentors responded to a recruitment drive and volunteered to 
act as mentors. 
In P2P every first year student in the department of Health Sport and Exercise Science is assigned 
to a small group consisting of seven or eight of their fellow classmates and are assigned a mentor 
from a more senior year of the same programme. Mentees and mentors were matched in 
accordance with their degree programme with no other criteria (e.g. age, gender and ethnicity) 
considered. Mentors volunteered for the scheme, did not receive payment but were required to 
attend formal training for their role. The mentors initially helped the students to get to know each 
other within their smaller group and participants met their mentor groups for the first time on the 
first day of student orientation.  
Mentors were required to attend team-building activities and P2P events and also to arrange 
informal meetings and get-togethers with mentees and create a correspondence mechanism for 
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their group (Facebook, WhatsApp etc.). Mentors were encouraged to make contact with their 
mentor and each other.  Organised social events like coffee mornings, team building activities 
and informal lunches along with events that provide information about college life and academic 
workshops are held throughout the year by P2P. Some of these are led and delivered by peer 
mentors and others are delivered by staff. A team-building event took place in the second week 
and ongoing activities, events, workshops and social events were organised for the academic year. 
A sample schedule of activities is available in Appendix 1. Excerpts from the P2P training manual 
are available in Appendix 8. This qualitative research study was concerned with exploring and 
gaining a better understanding of the experiences of the first year students that participated in a 
peer mentoring programme during their transition into higher education.  
P2P is closely aligned to the Transition+ model proposed by Andrews and Clark (2011) and Clark 
et al. (2013). There is pre-term allocation of mentees to mentors which is facilitated by recruiting 
and training of mentors in the previous academic year. As advocated for the Transition+ model, 
early communication between mentor and mentee is facilitated with new students introduced to 
their mentor on the their first day of orientation. Mentoring groups are small and it is possible for 
mentees to move mentor group if required or necessary. Significant mentor training and 
preparation takes place prior to commencement of the mentor role. Recruitment takes place in 
March/April of the prior academic year which means that existing mentees can be recruited to act 
as mentors the following year.  Andrews and Clark (2011, p.86) advise that this allows peer 
mentoring to become “self-sustaining”. Training of mentors occurs in phases just following 
recruitment and just before the new academic year. Contact is maintained with the mentors during 
the summer months also.  Ongoing support is provided for the mentors through identified staff 
contacts. Mentoring in the P2P programme is a voluntary activity for both the mentors and 
mentees. However, the contribution made by mentors is acknowledged and recognised at an 
annual Institute award ceremony. Certificates are presented at this event to the mentors.  
The initial focus of P2P is on the psychosocial elements of transition such as meeting people and 
settling in.  While the needs of the mentees may change as the semester progresses, to include 
academic matters, activities and events organised by the co-ordinators still occur within a social 
context.  As we have seen in the previous chapter, transition is often not a linear process (Palmer 
et al. 2009) and that multiple transitions can occur (Jindal-Snape 2010). Therefore P2P aims to 
offer events and information to mentees throughout the first year and not just during the initial 
weeks when starting college. 
There are some slight differences between P2P and Transition+.  Because of the student class 
sizes, it is not possible to ask mentees for their preference of mentor in terms of gender, ethnicity 
etc. as is suggested by Andrews and Clark (2011). However, there is flexibility should mentees 
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wish to change mentors. The boundaries and confidentiality of the mentoring relationship are 
emphasised during training and ongoing support and guidance is provided to the mentors through 
a combination of debriefing meetings and direct requests to the co-ordinators for support. 
Andrews and Clark (2011) state that peer mentoring programmes like Transition+ should be 
offered on an institute wide opt-out basis.  P2P is offered on an opt-out basis. However it is not 
yet available across the whole institute. While P2P continues to expand and become embedded in 
the Institute, it is available for a little over half of first year students.  Each year an additional two 
or three programmes become involved.  The programme is co-ordinated centrally but requires a 
staff member from each department to be allocated some time to work collaboratively with 
Student Life and Learning to help establish and embed the programme in the department. 
 
 
3.2  Researcher Positionality 
Choosing a methodology necessitates taking a holistic view of the research context and the 
research questions together with the philosophical position and personal values and beliefs of the 
researcher. A researcher’s philosophy as to how a study should be carried out and how the data 
will be collected is influenced by the research question or hypotheses and the context that the 
research is based in. Carr (1995) proposed the concept of embeddedness to portray the 
unfeasibility of understanding either our concepts or ourselves without also understanding the 
social and cultural contexts in which we are embedded.  In order to help others to explain their 
view of the world, the researcher must be aware of their position and the impact that may have on 
the research.  
 
3.2.1 Personal Context of the Researcher 
It is my personal belief that individuals have different experiences of starting in higher education. 
We are individuals, with different personalities, experiences, values, backgrounds and beliefs that 
shape our views of the world. Just because I once experienced starting in higher education, does 
not mean that I can understand or imagine what other individuals experience. As I am the oldest 
in my family and with no history of parents or close relatives attending third level, I was the first 
in my family to attend higher education. While I was strongly supported at home to pursue my 
studies, I did not have a contact point at home to get information or seek advice about college life. 
My friends eventually became that point of contact for me but it did take time to meet people and 
become comfortable with them and with the new environment. I did face challenges and have 
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doubts about staying, particularly during the first few weeks. Even though I had not moved away 
from home and had the comfort and stability of my family environment in the evenings, I still 
remember feeling that everything was new and different – like ‘a fish out of water’. 
During my time studying, I never accessed any institutional services or supports. I am not sure if 
I was aware of their existence or where to go to find out about them. Maybe I did not need them 
and perhaps if I had I would have looked harder. However, my friends and the social networks 
and groups that I belonged to are, I believe, what made me feel that I fitted in and was accepted 
in my new environment. They are who I went to when I needed help. In times of doubt we 
encouraged each other. Those feelings have stayed with me. Having a network of support around 
me through friendships and connections I had formed was very important to my college 
experience. Later when I began to work with students in higher education I became acutely aware 
that not everyone has the same opportunities or experiences as I had.  Some struggle more with 
challenges than others and have more obstacles to overcome. Others have very limited support 
structures. I have seen students experience highs and lows and unfortunately for some the 
challenges have been very difficult and have caused severs distress.  Supporting students during 
these times has made me focus on the importance of providing opportunities that make it easier 
for students to meet people and to help overcome or avoid feelings of loneliness  and isolation. 
 
3.2.2 Professional Context of Researcher 
I have worked in higher education for over twenty years, initially in the area of management 
information systems. For the last fourteen years I have worked in student services, predominantly 
in the areas of student retention, access and widening participation.  My role for the last number 
of years is the Head of Student Life and Learning (SLL) in which the P2P programme was 
developed and implemented. The philosophy of SLL and its activities are underpinned by the 
broad scholarship of teaching and learning, equity of access and participation in higher education 
and social justice.  The unit’s activities to date have strived towards engaging in research-based 
practice, developing consultative internal and external partnerships, supporting learners socially 
and academically and enhancing their engagement with the institute community.  
SLL is responsible for a range of supports and services for students including access and widening 
participation, disability, counselling, careers and retention.  Student engagement, transition and 
retention are areas that I have both been professionally and personally involved in for a number 
of years.  The ethos of the department resonates with my own personal philosophy which values 
equity and social justice. I have long held the belief that equity of access does not necessarily 
mean equity of outcome. Because of this I have strived to cultivate an awareness of the importance 
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of inclusivity and the development of programmes that support and are available to all students.  
I work towards a participatory and reflective approach to my own practice and find that my 
personal values are aligned to my professional role.   
I believe that student retention needs to be examined in the context of supporting persistence and 
must be inclusive of the different ages, culture, values and educational backgrounds of the student 
cohort. I view the student cohort holistically and as individuals that enter higher education with 
different aspirations, experiences, values and levels of capital. Some need help and support more 
than others. Developing ways to support students to reach their potential and the outcome that is 
right for them at this time is important personally and professionally to me. 
With reference to my research, an important aspect of ontology is being aware that participants 
in research have their own beliefs and experiences and views of the world.  These may be similar 
or different to mine and will be shaped by their reality and interactions with others. Allison and 
Pomeroy (2000, p.93) suggest considering our “ontological vision”, the lens through which we 
view the world.  I believe this means being aware of the social context, cultures and norms that 
we operate in and how this influences our perceptions and views. Therefore employing an 
approach that fosters differing views of reality and the construction of meaning and knowledge is 
vital.  From an ontological perspective, I position myself as closely aligned to the social 
constructionism paradigm. I perceive knowledge as being socially constructed and emerging from 
peoples’ social interactions and practices.  
 
3.2.3 Conducting Insider Research 
In the two previous sections, my personal and professional context have been provided.  It is 
critical that my links through my professional role to the peer mentoring programme (P2P) which 
is examined in this study are highlighted and made explicit. As Head of the Student Life and 
Learning department within the Institute, I have overall responsibility and oversight of all the 
supports and services that are available to students. I provide input into the strategic direction and 
planning for the services and manage the team of staff that work directly with students across the 
services. It is important to mention that I sought and gained the approval for the initial internal 
funding to develop the pilot peer mentoring scheme, as I believed in the potential of peer 
mentoring to support students.  
Insider research is the term used to describe research in which the researcher has direct 
involvement or connection with the research setting (Fleming 2018). It is reported that insider 
research exists on a continuum that is contingent on the closeness of the researcher to the research 
topic (Mercer 2007; Trowler, 2011). This continuum can range from investigating parts of an 
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organisation previously unknown to a researcher and collecting data from strangers to collecting 
data from close colleagues (Fleming 2018). Chavez (2008, p.475) outlines that the positioning of 
the researcher depends on “the aspects of an insider researcher’s self or identity which is aligned 
or shared with participants”.   
Notwithstanding that I have very limited involvement in the day to day activities and running of 
P2P, I believe that it must be made explicit that I am a manager within the organisation where the 
research is taking place with responsibility for the future development of the peer mentoring 
programme. Issues of positionality, bias and power relating to insider research must be 
acknowledged and significant efforts have been made to respect this. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) 
posit that all research involves issues of power. The research questions necessitate that students 
participate in the study and I had to consider the potential for issues around this in terms of access 
to participants, power dynamics and ethical awareness. I was acutely aware of the duality of my 
role throughout this process and sought to ensure that this was detailed to participants. While 
conducting insider research offered the accessibility to participants to collect rich data, it was 
necessary to limit potential bias by ensuring that I was not involved in the recruitment of 
participants, in line with ethical approval for this study.  
Costley et al. (2010) have identified ethical challenges in insider research. These are: negotiating 
access for your area of work to be researched and securing consent for the research to take place; 
ensuring anonymity and confidentiality to your own colleagues, the potential for challenging the 
value system of your organisation in some way, interviewing your own colleagues and managing 
the power implications of your work and your positioning as a researcher within your research 
project. I have considered these points and concluded that researcher positioning would be the 
most challenging.  The participants were unknown to me and apart from meeting them during the 
data collection process, I had no interaction with them. My professional role was explained to 
them but it was clearly outlined that I was conducting this study as a research student.  Their 
anonymity and safety was paramount throughout the research study. With reference to Chavez 
(2008), I did not share identity with the participants but I have a professional interest in their 
experiences.  I also considered the power dynamics of the research process. I was not a lecturer 
and as stated, had no prior knowledge of the participants. I declared my professional role to them 
but also clearly outlined the focus of the research. Research ethics were given significant 
consideration throughout the research process and I believe that my professional experience made 




3.2.3.1 Advantages of Insider Research 
There are both advantages and disadvantages to conducting insider research. I view conducting 
research within my own organisation predominantly as an advantage but am acutely aware of the 
potential constraints. As an insider, I did not have to spend time becoming familiar with the 
research environment and its culture and nuances. Because of my professional role I was as 
Chavez (2008, p.481) states, in a position to ‘understand the cognitive, emotional, and/or 
psychological precepts of participants as well as possess a more profound knowledge of the 
historical and practical happenings of the field’. Insider researchers are usually familiar with the 
jargon and language used by participants which makes it less likely that responses are 
misunderstood (Brannick and Coughlan 2007). They continue that outsiders risk missing 
interesting data because of their lesser understanding of the context that participants’ remarks 
relate to.  
I was able to ensure that appropriate supports were available for participants should they be 
necessary. Access to participants was less challenging that it may have been for others outside the 
organisation and I believe it was less difficult to establish a rapport with the participants. Brannick 
& Coghlan, (2007) posit that a key advantage of insider research is said to be the prior 
understandings the researcher brings to the design of the study. Research questions can be 
developed that are based on rich understandings of the issues needing investigation. It is important 
to acknowledge the contribution that insider research can make to a service or an organisation. I 
also believe that it was my professional experience that led me to exploring this phenomenon. 
 
3.2.3.2 Disadvantages of Insider Research 
However, there are disadvantages and these mostly relate to the potential for researcher bias and 
ensuring the trustworthiness and credibility of the research. Chavez (2008) advised for the need 
to be mindful of bias and the influence of personal values on the research questions, research 
design and data collection. Steps were taken to minimise the potential for bias through the 
different stages of the research process and are detailed in later sections of this chapter. To 
enhance the dependability of the research, it is critical that researchers fully acknowledge and 
describe their own position as an insider researcher situated within the context of the study 
(Fleming 2018). This has been made explicit in this and the two previous sections of this chapter. 
Fleming (2018) also advises that the risks associated with the researcher being in a role of formal 
or informal power must be addressed. One such risk is the perception of implicit coercion during 
the recruitment of participants and if participants are aware of the role or position of the 
researcher.  To help avoid this I was not involved in the recruitment process. Ensuring anonymity 
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of the organisation and participants within insider research is raised as a potential ethical 
challenge. This research is not about the organisation and disclosing the Institute is required to 
establish the research context and to illustrate a gap in the literature. However this study does not 
indicate who the participants are. A brief anonymous profile of participants outlining gender and 
some categories of information on educational background has been included. Pseudonyms have 
been used throughout all references to participants. 
 
3.2.4 Researcher Statement 
It was important to remain particularly aware of the continuum of the closeness of the researcher 
to the research as referred to by Mercer (2007) and Trowler (2011). As stated in this chapter, 
qualitative approaches were adopted for the data collection and thematic analysis was undertaken 
to explore and honour the participants’ voice. However, it was important to remain mindful that 
the researcher’s own personal background and values may influence views and interpretations of 
the data during various phases of the analysis. For this reason I have at all times strived to be 
open, honest and authentic and committed to accurately representing participants’ experiences 
and voices. I have remained cognisant of my position and my interest in the peer mentoring 
programme and have planned in so far as was possible to minimise researcher bias. Where 
possible, peer colleague advice was sought. This is discussed in more detail in section 3.6. 
 
 
3.3  Research Approach  
The previous chapter has highlighted the dearth of qualitative data on the experiences of students 
during transition in Ireland, particularly within the IoT sector. This study adopted a qualitative 
exploratory approach. A qualitative approach acknowledges that the researcher has beliefs, values 
and experiences and is not removed from or separate to the process. An interpretivist, qualitative 
paradigm aims to understand human behaviour through a subjective lens (Cohen et al. 2007). This 
approach facilitates understanding the lived experience (Bailey et al. 2011) where subjective 







3.3.1  Taking a Qualitative Approach 
Qualitative research as defined by Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p.3) involves “an interpretive, 
naturalistic approach” where the researcher attempts to interpret and represent the phenomena in 
terms of the meanings from the perspective of the participants.  The research questions in this 
study necessitate exploring meanings and perspectives of the participants through a qualitative 
exploratory approach. Krauss (2005) explains that meanings and constructing meanings about the 
social world are central to qualitative research as is facilitating the process of making meanings 
which portray the participants’ view of reality.  He continued that subjective understanding is 
gained through exchanging ideas interactions and through the dialogue between the researcher 
and the participant.  Creswell (2012) suggested that qualitative research is best suited to research 
questions that require exploration and obtaining a deep understanding.  The interconnections of 
different aspects of peoples’ lives is also an important focus of qualitative research which 
recognises that historical, social, psychological and cultural factors all impact on how people 
develop their understanding of their world (Ritchie et al. 2014). These points are relevant to this 
study as the research questions aim to explore experiences and the role of interactions and social 
connections. A qualitative exploration was appropriate for this study as it seeks to understand the 
lived reality of the participants. Understanding how they develop their social world within the 
social and cultural context in which they operate was required to explore the research questions. 
An interpretivist paradigm assumes that reality is socially constructed and considers the context 
in which the research is based (social, personal, cultural etc.). It acknowledges that because views 
and perceptions are subjective, there can be more than one view of reality.  It focuses on the 
meaning as opposed to the measurement of the phenomena (Holden and Lynch 2004) which was 
important to this study to explore the experiences of participants and how they interact with and 
view their world. 
 
3.3.2  Choosing a Research Design 
Identifying a suitable philosophical framework with which to conduct the research was 
challenging. Social aspects of participants’ experiences were explored during transition and the 
study drew on the concepts of social capital, belonging, social networks and social identity to 
examine and explain the phenomenon. Participating in this programme offered opportunities to 
form social connections and aimed to explain from the participants’ perspective how and why 
social interactions occurred and to understand how this supported transition. These elements 
combined with the fact that social interactions and social constructions of meaning underpin a 
peer mentoring relationship resulted in social constructionism contributing to the philosophical 
underpinning of this study. It also aligns with the epistemological and ontological position of the 
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researcher. Social Constructionism holds that reality is socially constructed and that phenomena 
and their meanings are produced through social interactions which result in constant revisions and 
re-constructions (Bryman 2012).  
A phenomenological approach was also considered for this study. Phenomenology describes and 
explores the lived experiences of individuals and the meaning of the lived experience about a 
particular topic for those individuals (Creswell 1998). In other words, how individuals make sense 
of the world around them (Bryman 2012). The core assumption underpinning phenomenology is 
that inner subjectivity is required to access the human truth about a phenomenon and is concerned 
with uncovering meaning rather than developing theory (Flood 2010). This meaning is 
constructed through interpreting how people engage and interact with the world and requires 
meaning to be co-created between the researcher and the participants. Phenomenology is 
concerned with the study of the experience from the perspective of the participants, while the aim 
of a phenomenological approach is to describe the experience as opposed to explaining it in any 
way.  While this study also aims to gain insight into participants’ experiences of a phenomenon, 
the intention is to go beyond description and attempt to explain the phenomenon by examining 
how forming social connections and membership of social networks impact on transition and first 
year.  
Exploring social processes, learning from interactions and connections with others, and the 
potential for change and transformation are important elements of the research study. However, 
on deeper reflection there is no doubt that the context and community in which this study was 
carried out was significant as the research specifically focused on students participating in a peer 
mentoring programme and their connections with their peers, mentors and other members of the 
institute community during their first year in higher education. Packer and Goicoecha (2000) refer 
to a non-dualistic ontology where humans are shaped and transformed through their relationships 
with others and the culture and practices of a community.  Because of the significance of the 
context and the requirement to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon, case study was 
chosen as the research design.  
 
3.3.3  Case Study 
The goal of case study is to provide an in depth understanding of the case or cases (Bryman 2012). 
The most common understanding of case is associated with a location such as a community or an 
organisation.  According to Denscombe, the defining characteristic of the case study approach is 
its “focus on just one instance of the thing that is to be investigated” (2010, p. 52). With this 
approach, the research focus is predominantly on an individual instance rather than a broad range 
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of instances. This he posits, is because insights may be gained from examining an individual case 
that may have wider implications that might not emerge from employing a research approach that 
focuses on a large number of instances. He continues that case study facilitates studying the 
phenomenon in detail. The literature review has illustrated that a deeper understanding of 
transition and the student perspective is required.  Using case study facilitates the deeper 
exploration of transition that is required to investigate the research questions associated with this 
study.  
According to Yin (2009), a ‘case’ is normally something that already exists and not something 
that is created or generated for the research.  Bryman (2016) explains that case associates the 
study with a location such as a community or an organisation and it is something that exists prior 
to the research and afterwards. Merriam (1998) describes case study as “an intensive, holistic 
description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon such as a program, an institution, a person, a 
process, or a social unit” (p. xiii). Merriam’s view of case study is influenced by Miles and 
Huberman’s (1994) understanding of “the case as a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a 
bounded context” (cited in Merriam, 1998, p. 27). She continues that as long as researchers are 
able to specify the phenomenon of interest and define the boundaries of the focus of the inquiry, 
it can be called a case.  
In addition to how a case is defined, there are differences depending on the approach to case study 
chosen, in how the research design is developed and implemented which impacts on the methods, 
data collection and data analysis. This variation is attributed to the epistemological position of the 
researcher (Yazan 2015; Bryman 2016). Yin’s (2002) approach to case study is rooted in 
positivism and he proposes that case study is a logical sequence of events that requires a very 
structured design. Yin (2002) also proposes validity and reliability as appropriate criteria for case 
study research and suggests ways that the research design should be developed in order to meet 
these criteria (Bryman 2016).  However, trustworthiness and credibility have been proposed as 
more appropriate criteria for evaluating qualitative research (Guba and Lincoln 1987; Creswell 
and Miller 2000; Bryman 2016). A discussion on trustworthiness and credibility in this research 
study is provided in section 3.6.  
Alternatively, Merriam’s approach is underpinned by a constructivist epistemology and she states 
that “the key philosophical assumption upon which all types of qualitative research are based is 
the view that reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their social worlds” (Merriam, 
1998, p. 6). This perspective is closely aligned to the philosophical underpinnings of this research 
study. According to Merriam, case study is particularistic (it focuses on a specific event, situation 
or phenomenon); descriptive (a rich, thick description of the phenomenon is provided) and 
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heuristic as they “illuminate the researchers understanding of the phenomenon under study” (ibid., 
p. 30). 
Case study is best suited to instances when the researcher wants to investigate an issue in-depth 
and provide an explanation that deals with the complexity and nuances of real life situations 
(Bryman 2016), as these research questions aim to do. Merriam’s approach to case study was 
deemed an appropriate research strategy for this study for a number of reasons. This research 
study is particularistic, descriptive and heuristic as it focuses on participants in the Institute’s peer 
mentoring programme, provides a rich description and aims to deepen the understanding of the 
phenomenon. Qualitative methods were chosen to explore the experiences of participants and the 
analysis yielded a rich detailed description in order to deepen and inform the understanding of the 
research phenomenon. This qualitative research study focuses on a single case and is bounded by 
time and studied within the context of first year students participating on a peer mentoring 
programme in a single department within a HEI. Finally, case study is appropriate because it aims 
to reveal in detail the perspectives of the participants in a real-world context. This is an in-depth 
study that aims to explore the nuances and complexities of student transition experienced by those 
participating on a peer mentoring programme and to better understand how forming social 
connection supports transition. 
 
3.3.4  Research Methods 
The review of the literature in the previous chapter highlighted that there has been a lesser focus 
on the students’ experiences of the wider social sphere of university life with a predominant focus 
on quantitative studies rather than qualitative. To address this gap, the research questions listed 
above required gaining a deeper insight into the experiences of first year students participating in 
a peer mentoring programme during their transition. These questions necessitate listening to 
experiences and providing the opportunity for participants to tell their experiences.  
It has been detailed how a qualitative case study is appropriate design for this study. Merriam 
defines qualitative case study as “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a bounded 
phenomenon such as a program, an institution, a person, a process, or a social unit” (1998, p. xiii). 
Merriam (1998) acknowledges that while both quantitative and qualitative methods can be used 
in case study; inductive methods should be used for qualitative case studies. The methods chosen 
must provide a rich holistic description to enlighten the understanding of the phenomena 
(Merriam, 1998; Harrison et al. 2017). Within qualitative case study research interviews, focus 
groups, observations, and documents are the predominant approaches for collecting data (Ellinger 
and McWhorter 2016; Harrison et al. 2017). Multiple methods can be used in case study research. 
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Within the case study approach, the methods used must facilitate the aim of co-constructing data 
(Harrison et al. 2017). It is clear that the methods chosen are required to be interactive and to 
facilitate a more detailed exploration and dialogue between the interviewer and interviewees. Two 
different methods were used in this study, one for each stage; focus groups for Stage 1 and 
interviews for Stage 2. The belief that participants actively construct their social worlds and can 
communicate it verbally underpins both these methods (Ritchie et al. 2014).  The following 
sections rationalise the chosen methods within the context of this specific study. 
 
3.3.4.1 Stage 1 - Focus Groups 
Focus groups provide an efficient method for generating substantial amounts of data.  They 
facilitate interactive discussion with the aim of gaining a broad range of views on the research 
topic (Bailey et al 2011).  This method involves bringing together groups of people who possess 
certain characteristics to engage in a focused discussion and offer the possibility of collecting data 
from several people at the same time. Similar to interviews, focus groups provide opportunity for 
clarifying misunderstandings and pursuing responses that occur during the discussion. They offer 
a flexible method which is suitable for exploratory, explanatory or evaluative research.  The 
person who runs the group is called a moderator. Typical focus group size is between six to ten 
members (Bryman 2016). 
Morgan (1996, p. 130) defined focus groups as a “research technique that collects data through 
group interaction on a topic determined by the researcher”.  He states that in focus groups the 
interaction that occurs in a group discussion is the source of the data and acknowledges the active 
role of the researcher in creating the group discussion for data collection purposes.  This method 
allows interviewers to acquire a wider range of experience but prevents investigating as deeply 
into these experiences, because of their public nature (Morgan 1996). They also allow participants 
to bring forward issues relating to the topic that they deem to be important or significant (Bryman 
2012; 2016).  
Focus groups were chosen for the first stage of this research study because they allow participants’ 
perspectives to be revealed, but in ways that are different from interviews. While focus groups 
lack the depth of an individual interview, data is generated from the discussion and interaction 
between the participants (Ritchie et al. 2014).  It was important for the first stage of this research 
study that the shared meanings and social constructions of the participants were reflected. As the 
first research question is a more open and broad and requires exploring experiences, focus groups 
were chosen because they allow acquiring a wider range of data but also convey how participants 
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construct their social world. They therefore allowed the development of a broad understanding of 
the research phenomenon under study from multiple participants’ perspectives. 
A pilot focus group with five participants was conducted.  Following this, five focus groups with 
between five and eight participants in each focus group were conducted.  
 
3.3.4.2 Stage 2 - Interviews 
The goal of interviews is to get participants to talk about their experience and their perspectives 
and to capture their language (Braun and Clarke 2013). Interviews can be structured, semi-
structured or unstructured with the latter two also referred to as qualitative interviewing.  Semi-
structured interviews have a specific topic and a pre-defined format of questions, but facilitate 
pursuing areas of discussion that occur during the interview and modifying the line of enquiry 
(Robson 2002). Interviews were chosen because they facilitate flexibility within the questions and 
responses and give insights into what is relevant and important to the interviewee (Bryman 2012).  
Semi-structured interviews were chosen to acquire a rich detailed description of the research 
phenomenon. Interviewer skills and techniques have been highlighted as important and guidelines 
for asking good clear and probing questions, conducting the interview, stages of the interview and 
the interaction between the interviewer and interviewee have been developed (Merriam 1998; 
Ritchie et al. 2014; Bryman 2016). Qualitative case study aims to be particularistic, descriptive 
and heuristic. Having attained a broad understanding of the research phenomenon from Stage 1, 
interviews yielded a richness of data and facilitated a greater depth of analysis that was required 
to explore the research questions. Following an initial pilot interview fifteen semi-structured 
interviews were conducted. 
 
 
3.4  Data Collection 
The data collection and analysis was conducted in two stages; the first of which involved 
conducting focus groups. The topics for exploration in the focus groups were mapped to broad 
themes identified through a review of the literature on student transition, both social and academic 
(Tinto 1993; Lowe and Cook 2003; Wilcox et al. 2005; Yorke and Longden 2008; Briggs et al. 
2012; Thomas 2012), peer mentoring (Clark and Andrews 2009; Mattanah et al. 2010, Andrews 
and Clark 2011, Goff 2011; Clark et al. 2013; Webb et al. 2016) and awareness of supports and 
services (Yorke and Longden 2004; Redmond et al. 2011; Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). An initial 
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script or guideline of open-ended questions was developed to gain a broad understanding of focus 
group participants’ perspectives of these areas. The questions developed were grouped under the 
topics of pre-entry, social aspects of first year, academic aspects, thoughts of leaving, financial 
aspects and awareness of supports and services available. These are available in Appendix 4. The 
questions were reviewed and amended and available in Appendix 5. 
The themes for further exploration in Stage 2 of the study were developed through the thematic 
analysis of the data from Stage 1 (focus groups). In stage two, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted. The interview questions were developed to explore these themes further and to gain a 
deeper understanding from participants. Stage 2 of this study built on and was informed by the 
findings from Stage 1. Stage 2 aims to explain and provide insight into why the themes were so 
prominent for participants. A more detailed description of how Stage 1 informed Stage 2 is 
provided in section 3.4.3. 
 
3.4.1  Sampling Strategy 
The purpose of qualitative research is not to generalise but to explore a phenomenon in an in-
depth way.  In order to do this individuals or locations are intentionally selected that will help to 
understand the phenomenon (Creswell 2012). Purposive (purposeful) sampling is where 
individuals and/or locations are intentionally selected because they are “information rich” (Patton 
1990, p. 169 cited in Creswell 2012) and illustrate some process or characteristic (Silverman 
2010). This type of sampling places the research questions at the centre of decisions about 
sampling (Bryman 2016). 
Merriam (1998) suggests that “purposive or purposeful sampling usually occurs before the data 
are gathered, whereas theoretical sampling is done in conjunction with data collection” (p. 66). 
This means that the decisions on selection criteria are made in the early design stages (Ritchie et 
al. 2014). This study focused on the experiences of first year students transitioning into higher 
education.  More specifically, the purpose of this research was to explore the experiences of first 
year students participating in a peer-mentoring programme. These were the purposive selection 
criteria. As previously stated, the peer mentoring programme (P2P) was only running in the 
department of Health, Sport and Exercise Science at the time that this study was conducted and 
all first year students in this department participate on P2P. It is these first year students that were 
the population of interest as they were members of a homogenous group. As Merriam (1998) 




In this study purposive sampling was used because in order to answer the research questions, it 
was a required characteristic for participants to be a first year student and to be participating in 
P2P. There are different types of purposive sampling that are appropriate for different types of 
phenomenon. Homogenous sampling is a type of purposive sampling where individuals or 
locations are chosen based on their membership of a group or sub-group (Creswell 2012), as was 
the case in this research study. Purposive sampling necessitates sampling within a site or context 
because of the relevance to the research questions. By the nature of the research questions, only 
mentees in the peer mentoring programme could contribute to this research as exploring their 
experiences was the core element of this research study. This study did not seek to sample 
participants on a random basis but rather to sample them purposively because of their relevance 
to the research questions.  
 
3.4.1.1 Approach for Recruiting Participants 
All of the first year students in the department were invited to participate in the study. In line with 
ethical approval the researcher was not involved in the recruitment and selection of participants.  
There were two different approaches to recruiting and selection of participants. For Stage 1 (focus 
groups), notification of the study and an invitation to participate was communicated at a P2P event 
by student mentors and the peer mentoring co-ordinators. Students that wished to participate 
contacted the co-ordinators or mentors after the event. Arrangements to schedule the focus groups 
were made by the P2P co-ordinators. A copy of the information sheet provided to potential 
participants is available in Appendix 2 which outlined the purpose of the study, what was expected 
of participants and contact details of the researcher for further information. 
For Stage 2 (interviews) information about the study and an invitation to participate was posted 
to the closed Facebook and Moodle pages which can be accessed only by the first year students 
participating on P2P, student mentors and relevant staff in Student Life and Learning.  Students 
that wished to find out further information or to participate contacted the P2P co-ordinators. The 
co-ordinator sent a copy of the information sheet to the potential participant explaining the study 
and the expectations of participants. A copy of the information sheet is available in Appendix 3. 
When students confirmed their participation, an interview was scheduled at a time that suited the 
interviewee. For each stage of the study a pilot was conducted with students from the Institute to 
help refine the general themes and to ensure that the information sheets and consent forms were 
clear and contained enough information. This also provided the opportunity to confirm that the 





3.4.2 Data Collection Stage 1  
The first stage involved conducting focus groups with first year students who were participating 
in the peer-support programme (P2P) as mentees.  These took place early in in the second semester 
of their first year. The participants were asked to reflect on and discuss their transition and first 
year experience.  Participants were given an initial task of identifying one word that described 
how they felt on their first day. This was to help ensure that everyone had an opportunity early on 
to speak and to focus attention back to their first weeks. Questions were asked about the themes 
of social and academic integration, participation in a peer mentoring programme, their sense of 
belonging and academic matters related to their study, assessment and examinations. The initial 
set of questions for the pilot focus group are available in Appendix 4. A pilot focus group with 
five participants took place and was also attended by a peer from SLL. After conducting a pilot 
focus group feedback was sought from this researcher’s supervisor and peer colleagues to discuss 
the session, review the questions and identify potential changes.  It was decided that the questions 
on the experience of peer mentoring should be added as it was discussed during the pilot session.  
Appendix 5 illustrates the questions after the amendments that were made. 
Eight participants were invited to attend each session but not all of them attended. Following the 
pilot session, five focus groups were conducted with a total of 31 participants. The table below 
details the number of participant in each focus group and the length of each session. 









Duration     
(Mins) 
Focus Group 1 5 3 2 0 47 
Focus Group 2 6 3 3 1 45 
Focus Group 3 7 3 4 1 48 
Focus Group 4 6 3 3 0 46 
Focus Group 5 7 4 3 2 48 
 
 
Table 3.2 Number of Participants and Duration of Focus Groups 
 
The focus groups took place in a bookable room in the institution’s library to ensure privacy for 
participants and took between 45 and 50 minutes to complete. A P2P coordinator or another SLL 
staff member with involvement in the programme was present at each of the focus groups. The 
researcher was the moderator for each of the sessions.  
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At the start of each focus group, the purpose of the study and details on the information sheet 
were explained again and the opportunity was provided to ask questions. It was explained that 
participation was voluntary and that participants could opt out or decline to answer any question. 
Participants were asked to sign the consent form if they were happy to continue. All participants 
did so and these forms have been held securely. At the end of the focus group, the participants 
were reminded of the support services such as the Chaplain, Disability Service, Counselling 
Service etc., available to them. Copies of telephone and email contact information for these 
services were available at each session to be given to the participants. After each session a staff 
member remained in case there were any questions or topics that participants wished to discuss. 
After an analysis of the information gathered during the focus groups, areas and themes for further 
in-depth exploration were identified. From this the questions were developed for the interviews 
in Stage 2. This process is discussed further in the following section. 
 
3.4.3 Preparation for Stage 2 of the Research Process 
On completion of Stage 1 of the analysis, the themes for exploration in Stage 2 were established. 
These were: 
 Forming Social Connections and Relationships 
 Social Integration 
 Academic Integration 
 Pre-Entry and Expectations 
The fifth theme provided contextual and background information about participants about a range 
of different topics including observations and suggestions participants had made, non-college 
related challenges they faced, improvements to orientation and ideas for communications. The 
information in this theme was valid but was not directly related to the research questions and 
therefore did not inform Stage 2 of this research. The aim of Stage 2 of the study was to explore 
themes from Stage 1 in greater detail with individual participants to develop a richer and more in-
depth understanding.  
A draft of potential questions was developed using the themes from Stage 1.  This draft was 
reviewed, amended and further refined.  This collaborative process involved discussions with my 
supervisor, critical friend and colleagues who all provided input to the development of the 
questions. A pilot interview was conducted with the aim of: 




 Confirming that the consent and information sheets were clear  
 Establishing if the flow and number of questions was appropriate  
 Eliminating redundant questions 
 Identifying gaps in questions 
 Ascertaining the approximate length of time to conduct the interview to ensure that a 
correct expectation of the time commitment could be given to potential participants on 
the information sheet 
The pilot interview took just over forty three minutes to complete.  Feedback was sought from 
the interviewee at the end about the questions and interview.  It was clarified that most things 
were easily understood and were clear.  The term “programme” which had been used throughout 
caused confusion and was replaced with “course” for the remainder of the interview.  It was then 
amended in the questions for the other interviews.  Some of the questions became redundant as 
they had previously been answered. 
During discussions with peers, the phrase ‘making connections’ was raised as one that could be 
potentially misunderstood or cause confusion. The interviewee was asked how they interpreted 
the phrase and they responded that it had been taken to mean making friends and meeting people 
and felt other interviewees would easily understand it too. Notes on the interview were compiled 
for discussion.   
It was decided, following review discussions with colleagues, peers and research supervisor that 
the questions needed to delve deeper in some areas by asking, “Why do you think that is? Why is 
that?”  It was advised that playing the role of “devil’s advocate” is important when conducting 
the interviews, particularly if the responses are extremely positive or negative or too vague. A 




Figure 3.1 Excerpt of Journal Notes – Meeting to Review Interview Questions with Research Supervisor 
 
The interview questions were amended as a result of the points raised above and the following 
table lists the questions used for the semi-structured interviews. The bullet point text beneath each 
question was developed as prompts if the questions did not delve deep enough. The interview 
questions are available in Appendix 6. 
 
3.4.4 Data Collection Stage 2 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted in Stage 2. The participants were asked to reflect on 
and discuss their transition and first year experience.  The open-ended questions were grouped 
under five. A pilot interview was conducted and 15 interviews which each took on average 45 
minutes to complete. All interviews were conducted by the researcher in a meeting room close to 
the SLL office to ensure participants’ privacy. As participants had corresponded directly with the 
P2P co-ordinators on their interest in participating and the scheduling, the co-ordinator met them 
at their allocated interview time and brought them to meet the researcher.  
Bernard (2012) advised that it is not possible to determine the number of interviews needed for a 
qualitative study to reach data saturation and proposed structuring the interview questions to ask 
participants the same questions as a way to reach data saturation. The same were interview 
questions were posed to each participant. As a result of constant comparison of interview 
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recordings and transcripts it became apparent that theoretical saturation was reached after fifteen 
interviews were conducted as no new responses or information were emerging.  
At the start of each interview, the purpose of the study and details on the information sheet were 
explained again and the opportunity was provided to ask questions. It was explained that 
participation was voluntary and that participants could opt out or decline to answer any question. 
Participants were offered the option of receiving a transcript of the interview for verification of 
the accuracy of the transcript and to provide an email address to send the transcript to. Four of the 
participants chose to do so. This is discussed in more detail in section 3.5.  All participants were 
asked to sign the consent form if they were happy to continue. All participants did so and these 
forms have been held securely.  
At the end of the interviews, the participants were reminded of the supports and services available 
to them. Copies of telephone and email contact information for these services were available for 
each participant should they have been needed along with information regarding appropriate 
services. Participants were asked if there was anything they would like to discuss or anything that 
they needed help with. Those that elected to do so were given information about the appropriate 
service and referred as required. A summary demographic profile of the participants is provided 
in the following table: 
Interview 
No. Gender 










Pilot F No. One parent attended. Yes Straight from Leaving 
Cert 
No 
1 F Yes  Yes, 
with 
relatives 
Leaving Cert and then a 
post leaving cert course 
No 
2 F No. Brother attended. N/A Did a PLC before entry 
(worked for >10 years 
prior to that) 
Yes  
3 F No. Brother attended.  No Leaving Cert and then a 
post leaving cert course 
No 
4 M Yes. Eldest in the family.    Straight from Leaving 
Cert 
No 
                                                     
5 Mature Student is the term used to denote students that are older than 23 on January 1st of the year they 
entered higher education.  
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5 M No. One parent went to 
college and older 
brother. 
No Studied 1.5 years of a 
different course in HE 
before entry 
No 
6 M No. One parent attended 
and younger brother.  
Yes Completed a PLC a few 
years ago. Then worked 
and travelled.  
Yes 
7 F Yes. Parents were early 
school leavers   
  Completed a PLC and 
worked in the area for 3 
years  
Yes 
8 F No. Sister went to 
college. 
Yes Straight from Leaving 
Cert 
No 
9 F Two older siblings went 
to college. 
No Leaving Cert and then a 
post leaving cert course 
 No 
10 F Older sibling has gone to 
college 
Yes Straight from Leaving 
Cert 
No 
11 F Yes. Eldest in the family.  Yes Was in another college 
two years ago but did not 
complete. 
No 
12 F Yes. Brother did an 
apprenticeship.  
Yes Straight in from LC in the 
previous year in to HE. 
Did part of 1st year but 
did not complete 
No 
13 F No. Both parents 
attended college. Is the 
eldest. 
Yes Straight from Leaving 
Cert 
No 
14 F No, older siblings 
attended college. 
Yes Straight from Leaving 
Cert 
No 
15 M No. Older siblings 
attended college. 




Table 3.3 Demographic Profile of Interview Participants 
 
This table illustrates that a little under half of the participants (6 of 15) came straight from second 
level to college. A total of five participants had studied a post leaving certificate course 
(QQI/FETAC) before entry. Three of these participants were mature students. Three of the 
participants had commenced but not completed a third level course in the year prior to entry. For 
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five of the participants, there was no family history of attendance at third level. This table conveys 




Creswell (1998, p.13) metaphorically defines qualitative research as ‘an intricate fabric composed 
of minute threads, many colours, different textures and various blends of material’.  This metaphor 
gives an impression of the volume of data and the complexities that can exist in a qualitative study 
but also the richness and depth it can provide.  In a qualitative approach, the processes of data 
collection and analysis are entwined and not carried out in sequence. Qualitative data is the 
product of a process of exploration and interpretation where the researcher is intertwined with the 
data and analysis (Denscombe 1998) and is produced by the way that it is interpreted and used by 
researchers. 
Interpreting and making sense of the data involves stepping back and moving away from reporting 
facts or describing to forming a larger meaning about the phenomenon (Creswell 2012). There 
are various approaches to interpreting qualitative data including a storytelling approach, a 
theoretical approach (e.g. grounded theory) and a thematic approach. Merriam (1998, p. 178) 
defines data analysis as “the process of making sense out of the data” which involves  
“consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen 
and read – it is the process of making meaning” (Merriam, 1998, p. 178). Various analysis 
strategies have been reported as appropriate for case study research including content analysis 
and thematic analysis (Ellinger and McWhorter 2016). 
 
3.5.1 Thematic Analysis 
Thematic analysis was chosen for this study because it focuses on examining themes within the 
data and involves searching across a data set to find repeated patterns of meaning in relation to 
the research question. The identification of the patterns and the interpretations of the patterns are 
left to the researcher (Braun and Clarke 2006; Ritchie et al. 2014). Thematic analysis is flexible, 
can be used within different frameworks, to answer quite different types of research questions and 
it is argued, suits questions related to people’s experiences, or people’s views and perceptions 
(Braun and Clarke 2006). It has been described as a very flexible method of analysis as it is not 
bound to a particular epistemological or theoretical perspective (Braun and Clarke 2013; Maguire 
and Delahunt 2017). Braun and Clarke’s framework for thematic analysis was chosen because it 
86 
 
is an interpretative approach and is aligned to an experiential/critical orientation (Braun and 
Clarke 2013). In experiential qualitative research the meanings, perspectives and experiences in 
the data are validated and interpreted which Merriam (1998) has highlighted as a critical part of 
qualitative case study analysis. A critical approach involves interrogating the meanings and 
experiences in the data and then uses these to explore another phenomenon. Understanding the 
factors influencing the meaning is part of the process (Braun and Clarke 2013). Experiential 
research, such as this study, seeks to understand or make sense of how the world is seen and 
experienced from the participant’s perspective.  
Within qualitative case study, the real world context in which the case is based is an important 
aspect. This research acknowledges this and holds that meaning is created by individuals when 
they interact with each other and explored how participants interacted within the context they 
operated in.  Thematic analysis can support this as it permits focusing on latent themes and seeks 
to theorise the socio-cultural contexts and structural conditions that have enabled the individual 
explanations rather than focusing on individual motivation (Braun and Clarke 2006).  
There are six stages to Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis. Although these phases are 
incremental and sequential, analysis can be a recursive process, with movement back and forth 
between different phases.  A more detailed account of the analysis and finding is provided in the 
next chapter .The use of technology to support the analysis of case study data is recommended 
(Ellinger and Mc Whorter 2016). Nvivo was the analytical tool employed in this research study. 
An example illustrating how the thematic analysis was conducted is in Appendix 23. The six 
phases of Braun and Clarke’s model are:  
 Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with the data 
 Phase 2: Generating initial codes 
 Phase 3: Searching for themes 
 Phase 4: Reviewing themes 
 Phase 5: Defining and naming themes 
 Phase 6: Writing the report 
A brief overview of each of the phases and how they were conducted in this research study is 
provided below: 
 
3.5.1.1 Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with your data 
Familiarisation with data involves data preparation and engaging with the data (Braun and Clarke 
2013). They suggest that it is vital that the researcher immerses themselves in the data which 
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involves repeated reading of the data and actively searching for meanings, patterns etc. in order 
to notice things that might be relevant to the research question.  They recommend that the entire 
data set is read through at least once before coding commences.   
For Stage 1, this phase began with listening to and the transcription of the recordings of the focus 
groups.  The transcripts were read and re-read and the recordings were re-listened to in order to 
become familiar with the data. The transcripts were formatted and then imported into NVivo.  A 
book of transcripts was compiled and on reading and re-reading the transcripts, initial notes and 
potential codes were noted in the book and comments of interest were highlighted.  
A similar process was followed for Stage 2. Approximately fourteen hours of recorded interviews 
were listened to and transcribed. The transcriptions were then printed and compiled into a book 
format.  Initial notes on the interviews were written into the book.  On re-reading the transcripts 
potential codes were noted in the book and quotes of interest were highlighted. A sample of this 
has been scanned and is available in Appendix 13. A summary of each interview and participant 
in terms of gender, the programme of study, family history, and previous educational experience 
was compiled. This spreadsheet was imported into NVivo along with the interview transcripts. 
 
3.5.1.2 Phase 2: Generating Initial codes 
A code is defined by Braun and Clarke (2006) as the most basic section or unit about the 
phenomenon and is the process of classifying aspects of the data that are related to the research 
questions (Braun and Clarke 2013). Miles and Huberman (1994) describe coding as the 
foundations for the later elements of analysis.  A code is essentially a label and requires putting 
labels against elements of the dataset. An inductive analysis approach is concerned with the 
generation of new theory and is more exploratory and open-ended.  
As this study was inductive, open coding was used which means that there were not pre-set codes. 
Appendix 13 contains a sample the initial notes and thoughts on the on the raw interview data for 
a sample of the codes.  In Stage 1, 45 initial codes were created and 59 codes in Stage 2 were 
created from the data set during this phase. The following table illustrates an example of mapping 






NVivo Code Focus group Data 
Making 
Connections 
Fear, I’d say, like.  Fear of not being a certain way, like you wouldn’t 
get accepted. That’s what I kinda thought, when I came here oh what if 
people don’t like you, but then after a few weeks you grew out of it.  So 
if people don’t like who you are they don’t like you who are. You can’t 
really do a lot to change that. That was a big fear for me coming into 
college. After that then it was grand 
 
I’ve obviously experienced it so, like the shy people wouldn’t be 
outgoing as much, wouldn’t know where to go, but if you have 
someone who has done it before it would help you. It’s a lot easier to 
get involved in, and stuff. 
 
You’re better having friends in a course you hate than loving your 
course and not having friends 
 
It was grand, like, when you got to know people.  When you start off 
with people then you realise that it is ok. 
 
Couldn’t imagine having doing it like, if you hadn’t got to know 
people, if you were on your own 
Challenges - 
Academic 
Kind of the whole reading thing.  I wouldn’t be able to sit down and 
read something and get the information.  That’s the one thing about 
practicals and stuff, do questions and stuff …just the whole kind of 
thing that you are sitting there and you have an assignment to do and 
the lads are going to McDonalds or soccer or somewhere like that and 
you just want to go with them and that’d put you off for the rest of the 
day. 
 
Referencing, I think referencing is a big thing when you come to first 
year of college.  You’re in sixth year and your writing essays there’s no 
such thing as references and then it comes to first year in college and 
you’re expected to know to reference, and reference right,  and if you 
don’t get it right you’re in serious trouble. 
 
It’s so different from secondary school where you’re told what you 
need and where to get it, here you have to and find your own. 
 
Yea cos in secondary school your teachers are like “you have to have 
this done for tomorrow” whereas you get an assignment and it’s not due 
for four or five weeks your like “oh I’ve loads of time to do it” and then 
you don’t really. 
 
Table 3.4 Example of Initial Code Creation from Phase 2 (Focus Groups) 
 
This phase was reviewed with a colleague and resulted in a reduction in the number of codes to 
55.  Details of this process were stored in a memo file in the NVivo project file titled “Note from 
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Phase 2 Interview Analysis” which is available in Appendix 15. A total of 818 references were 
coded during this phase. A table, which was exported from the NVivo project file, detailing the 
initial codes created and the number of sources and references during phase 2 is available in 
Appendix 16. This table is listed in descending order of the number of references. A listing of 
initial thoughts and notes about social connections was compiled prior to starting Phase 3 and is 
available in Appendix 17. 
At the end of this phase the data was broadly categorised into codes that reflect the essence of the 
data and organised the data in a meaningful way. 
 
3.5.1.3 Phase 3: Searching for themes 
The creation of broad themes was the focus of this phase of the analysis. This involved sorting 
the different codes into potential groupings or themes and collating all the relevant coded data 
extracts within the identified themes. It involved considering how different codes combined or 
fitted together to form an overarching theme. As a starting point, the codes were sorted by the 
number of references as a way to identify the more prominent codes and to help initially identify 
broad categories. Appendix 10 contains the full listing of broad themes and codes generated 
during this phase in Stage 1.   
As outlined by Maguire and Delahunt (2017), by the end of this phase the codes had been 
organised into broader themes that were broadly related to the research questions. All of the codes 
were reviewed and snapshots of these were created and exported from NVivo. An example of a 
memo file from NVivo contains notes about amendments to codes along with other changes made 
during this phase is available in Appendix 18 and the listing of themes and codes along with the 
number of sources and references linked to each code is available in Appendix 19. 
For Stage 1, forty five codes from phase 2 were reduced to eleven potential themes. From Stage 
2 eleven potential themes were created. 
 
3.5.1.4  Phase 4: Reviewing Themes 
Maguire and Delahunt (2017) advise that themes should be clear and distinct from each other. In 
order to achieve this, the themes were reviewed with the aim of determining if the theme made 
sense or if there was an overlap between themes. This meant that some of the potential (candidate) 
themes were merged into other themes. Further refining was required so that each theme was 
distinct from each other.  The coded extracts were reviewed again to consider their relevance in 
terms of the theme and the research questions. 
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For Stage 1, the eleven candidate themes were refined to seven themes. A complete listing of the 
themes, sub-themes and codes from this phase is available in Appendix 11. For Stage 2, there 
were seven themes at the end of this phase and one code not assigned to a theme. A complete 
listing of amendments and refinements made during this Phase are in Appendix 21 and a listing 
of themes is available in Appendix 22. 
 
3.5.1.5  Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes 
This fifth phase of the thematic analysis involved a final refinement of the themes. These themes 
represented the nature and substance of the data and were relevant to the research questions 
(Braun and Clarke 2006). The purpose of phase five is to describe the story of each theme (Braun 
and Clarke 2013) and this is detailed in chapter 4 as the research findings (section 4.3 and 4.5). 
It is argued that thematic analysis is a useful method for examining the perspectives of research 
participants, highlighting similarities and differences and generating unanticipated insights 
(Braun and Clarke 2006; Nowell et al. 2017).  However, in order to be accepted as trustworthy 
and credible, the researcher must demonstrate that data analysis has been conducted in a rigorous, 
structured and consistent manner through recording, categorising and disclosing the methods of 
analysis in enough detail to enable the reader to determine the credibility of the process (Nowell 
et al. 2017). The appendices contain the outputs from each phase of the analysis process. Samples 
of memo files and audits of changes are also provided. The steps taken in this research study will 
be outlined in the next section. 
 
 
3.6 Trustworthiness and Credibility  
Merriam (1998; 2009) advocates for detailed planning, development, and execution of case study 
research to ensure case study research is manageable, rigorous, credible, and applicable. 
Descriptive thematic analysis, and triangulation of methods are important in ensuring the quality 
of a study. This view is supported by others who advocate for comprehensive evidence and the 
importance of triangulation to enhance rigor (Bazely 2012; Ellinger and McWhorter 2016; Nowell 
et al. 2017). Maintaining comprehensive records is vital to support the integrity and rigor of the 
research findings (Merriam 2009; Harrison et al. 2017).  
Subjectivity is acknowledged by the interpretive, qualitative approach, both from the perspectives 
of the participants and the researcher, particularly during the collection and interpretation of data 
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(Bailey et al. 2011). Choosing a qualitative approach does not lessen the requirement or the desire 
for valid, trustworthy and reliable research on the part of the researcher.  It does not mean that 
qualitative researchers are not objective regardless of whether the methods employed are 
subjective in nature. Kirk and Miller (1986, p.11) argue that “qualitative researchers have always 
celebrated objectivity” and define objectivity as the “simultaneous realization of as much 
reliability and validity as possible” (p.20). In the case of a positivist quantitative approach, 
research aims to be valid, reliable, generalisable and objective (Seale 2004; Tobin and Begley 
2004; Tracy 2010; Bryman 2012). Simply defined, validity means that the research measures what 
you want it to measure and is accurate and correct.  Reliability means that if another person was 
to carry out the same research study, they would obtain the same result.   
Stake (1995) posits that there are two types of generalisation, a propositional type of 
generalisation which is linked with a positivistic research approach. The second type called 
‘naturalistic generalization’ which he argues is more intuitive and requires considering the 
perspective of the user of the generalisation. He continues that naturalistic generalisations are 
derived from tacit knowledge and that case study is an important way of developing naturalistic 
generalisations. 
From an interpretive qualitative research perspective, Tobin and Begley (2004) suggest the term 
rigor is concerned with demonstrating integrity and competence and highlight that literature 
presents the argument to reject anything that links qualitative research to a quantitative approach 
and therefore to reject the terms validity and reliability and suggest using criteria that are more 
appropriate to the context and aims of the research.  Trustworthiness and credibility have been 
proposed as more appropriate criteria for evaluating qualitative research and to represent the 
issues that have been more traditionally discussed under the term validity and reliability (Guba 
and Lincoln 1987; Creswell and Miller 2000; Bryman 2016) and these are discussed in relation 
to this study in section 3.5.1. By demonstrating that research is trustworthy and credible it is 
argued that there is an objectiveness brought to the research and the methods chosen to ensure 
trustworthiness are influenced by two perspectives; the researcher’s lens and the researchers’ 
underpinning paradigm (Creswell and Miller 2000). A different lens is used by researchers in 
qualitative studies than in quantitative studies.  In qualitative research the lens is not based on 
measurement and scores and inferences from these but on the views and experiences of 
participants in the research process.  Trustworthiness is made up of four criteria; credibility, 
transferability, dependability and confirmability which allow for more than one account of social 
reality and are more suitable for qualitative research (Creswell and Miller 2000; Shenton 2004; 
Bryman 2012; Bryman 2016).  
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This study emphasised trustworthiness and credibility and used the four criteria listed throughout 
all phases of the research project. The following section discusses these criteria in more detail and 
outlines how these criteria were applied to this study. 
 
3.6.1 Credibility in this Study 
The importance of ensuring that the account of social reality that a researcher arrives at from 
multiple accounts of reality is evident in the credibility criterion (Bryman 2012).  Credibility was 
established in this study by ensuring that research was carried out using standards of good practice 
and employing respondent validation (also referred to as member checking).  Participants were 
invited to receive a copy of the transcript and to verify the accuracy which aligns with the 
suggestions of Creswell and Miller (2010) and Bryman (2012) for promoting credibility. This 
information was captured on the information sheets where participants offered the option to 
receive a copy of the transcript. Four participants chose to receive a copy of the transcript and the 
remainder declined. If they elected to do so, a copy was sent to them via email. A copy of this 
email is available in Appendix 7. Two of the participants responded to confirm that the transcripts 
were accurate and there was no response received from the other two participants. Checking also 
took place directly with each interview participant at the end of each interview see if there was 
anything they would like to add or change. Any changes or additional comments were captured 
in the transcripts.  
Peer debriefing can also be used to provide an external check on the research process increasing 
credibility, as well as checking preliminary findings and interpretations (Nowell et al. 2017) and 
was used throughout this study. After each focus group a short discussion was held between the 
researcher and the peer that had attended the focus groups to discuss the main points and notes 
that were taken during the sessions. The image below contains a sample of notes taken by a peer 
colleague during a focus group for reference during a meeting after a focus group.  
 




The peer colleagues were also were provided with a copy of the transcript to ensure accuracy. 
The verification of the accuracy was verbal. Debriefing took place throughout the analysis phases 
also to discuss the researcher’s interpretations of data, codes and themes. Meetings with the 
research supervisor also occurred to provide external checking. Examples of meeting notes taken 
during the phases of analysis are available in Appendix 24 The image below displays an excerpt 




Figure 3.3 Example of Meeting Notes with Peer Colleague from Analysis Phase 3 
 
 
3.6.1.1 Triangulation of Data 
Triangulation, which involves using more than one method or source of data, is also proposed to 
establish credibility (Silverman 2012; Bryman 2012; Creswell 2012). In this study triangulation 
took place within and across the two stages. The sequential study was designed with triangulation 
in mind. Stage 2 was designed to build on and further explain the findings from Stage 1. There 
was also triangulation within the data collection as two different methods of data collection were 
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used; focus groups and interviews. Different participants took part in each stage and interviews 
took place until the responses reached saturation point. Meeting notes were used also used as a 
data source during the analysis phase. 
 
3.6.2 Transferability 
Bryman (2012) proposes that depth rather than breadth is a factor in qualitative research as a 
deeper, more intensive study is carried out with a smaller group or individuals that share 
characteristics. Providing “thick description” (p. 392) or rich accounts of the phenomenon and 
the context is necessary to provide others with a basis to make decisions about transferability of 
the findings to other contexts and help to understand that the account is credible (Creswell and 
Miller 2010).  Throughout this study, providing a rich description of the participants’ experiences 
and the context, has been a core requirement as it helps to convey an understanding of the context 
that was investigated. Thick description as recommended by Creswell and Miller (2010) and 
Shenton (2004) was used in the following chapters to convey the actual experiences and 
perspectives of the participants and illustrate and to tell the story of the data.  
 
3.6.3 Dependability:  
Adopting an “auditing approach” has been recommended by Bryman (2012) to promote 
dependability. In order to achieve this, a complete set of records were kept at all stages of the 
research process and peers acted as auditors to ensure that this was completed. Records can 
include journals or memos (Creswell and Miller 2000). Copies of all information sheets, signed 
consent forms, transcripts have been kept and stored securely. The interview recordings were 
removed from the Livescribe pen (recording device) and have been stored separately on a secure 
device. Snapshots of the NVivo database used to conduct analysis were taken at the end of each 
phase of the analysis to ensure that a history of changes kept. Memos describing analysis have 
been stored in the NVivo database and include records of decisions to change sub-themes or 
themes. Significant logs of the coding and themes development at each phase were created to 
convey the consistency of coding decisions during both stages. Transcripts were anonymised by 
the use of pseudonyms like “Interviewee 7”. Written journal notes of meetings with the research 
supervisor and peer colleagues were taken. Examples of these are available in Appendix 24. 
 
3.6.4 Confirmability  
Confirmability means ensuring that while acknowledging that complete objectivity is not possible 
in qualitative research, the researcher can demonstrate that they have “acted in good faith” 
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(Bryman 2012, p, 392). In an effort to ensure that personal values and beliefs have not overly 
influenced or dominated the research, peer review and peer debriefing sessions were employed. 
Three staff members from SLL (Retention officer and P2P co-ordinators) were involved at various 
stages of the research project. A peer review was held following the pilot focus group and pilot 
interview to gather feedback and opinions on how the researcher conducted the sessions as well 
as on the positive and negative aspects of the pilot session. At these meetings suggestions were 
made for improvements or alternative ways of phrasing questions. A peer was in attendance at 
each of the focus groups, but not at the interviews. Following the completion of the five focus 
groups a debriefing meeting was held with peers to discuss and act as a sounding board for 
emerging thoughts and ideas.  This was repeated again at the end of the interviews. Ongoing 
meetings were held with the research supervisor throughout the research process. During the 
analysis process, feedback was sought from peers about the themes that were developed.  
 
Shenton (2004) proposes additional factors to help establish trustworthiness including; 
familiarisation with the culture of the organisation, using tactics to help ensure honesty from 
participants. The professional role of the researcher in this study ensured that there has been 
familiarisation with the organisation and the peer mentoring programme. As Shenton (2004) 
recommended, the purpose of the study was outlined again verbally to participants at the 
beginning of the focus groups and interviews. Students that volunteered to participate were 
reminded again that they could withdraw at any point and assured that their details would be 
anonymised in an attempt to ensure that participants genuinely wanted to be involved and were 
encouraged to be open about their experiences.  
Yardley (2008 in Braun and Clark 2013, p.290) developed quality criteria for qualitative research 
and stated that commitment and rigor can be demonstrated by; “thorough data collection, breadth 
and/or depth of analysis, methodological competence and skill and in-depth engagement with the 
topic (both professionally and personally)”. Providing a detailed account of how data was 
collected analysed and presented as findings will support the transparency of the research 
(Connelly 2016). Nowell et al. (2017, p.1) advocate for demonstrating that the data analysis has 
been “conducted in a precise, consistent, and exhaustive manner through recording, 
systematizing, and disclosing the methods of analysis with enough detail to enable the reader to 
determine whether the process is credible”. They focus specifically on thematic analysis 
conducted within Braun and Clarke’s framework and suggest practical and effective actions and 
procedures that can be taken in each phase of the analysis that aims to meet the trustworthiness 
criteria. Adapted from their recommendations, the following table summarises the steps that were 
taken at each phase of the analysis process in this research study to establish trustworthiness.  
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Phases of Thematic 
Analysis 
Suggested Ways and 
Procedures to meet 
Trustworthiness criteria 
(Nowell et al. 2017)  
Actions in Current 
Research Study 
Phase 1: Familiarizing 
yourself with your data 
Prolong engagement with 
data  
Triangulate different data 
collection modes Document 
theoretical and reflective 
thoughts Document thoughts 
about potential codes/themes 
Store raw data in well-
organized archives  
Keep records of all data field 
notes, transcripts, and 
reflexive journals 
Listening to audio files, 
reading and re-reading of 
transcripts to become 
familiar with the data 
Summary profile of 
participants was created 
Document theoretical and 
reflective thoughts - 
researcher journal notes 
summarising interview and 
any relevant thoughts 
Transcripts were formatted 
and then imported into 
NVivo.   
Created a book of transcripts 
for reading and to capture 
notes and thoughts on 
potential codes and themes. 
Comments of interest were 
highlighted 
Phase 2: Generating initial 
codes 
Peer debriefing Researcher 
triangulation Reflexive 
journaling Use of a coding 
framework Audit trail of 
code generation 
Documentation of all team 
meeting and peer debriefings 
Systematic approach to 
coding was used 
Peer debriefing took place to 
review coding decisions and 
to discuss anomalies and 
journal notes were kept 
Audit trail of coding 
framework created in Nvivo 
to reflect creation of codes 
Description assigned to each 




Phase 3: Searching for 
themes 
Researcher triangulation 
Diagramming to make sense 
of theme connections  
Keep detailed notes about 
development and hierarchies 
of concepts and themes 
Peer debriefing for 
triangulation 
Use of memos in Nvivo to 
document decisions and 
changes to emerging 
concepts and themes 
(referring to literature as 
required) 
Rough diagrams of emerging 
themes and concepts 
Meetings with supervisor and 
documented a complete 
example of analysis from 
phase 1 to 5 for review and 
discussion 
Snapshot of analysis at the 
end of Phase 3 created in 
Nvivo 
Phase 4: Reviewing themes Researcher triangulation 
Themes and subthemes 
vetted by team members Test 
for referential adequacy by 
returning to raw data 
Informal peer debriefing for 
triangulation 
Use of memos in Nvivo to 
document decisions and 
changes to emerging 
concepts and themes 
(referring to literature as 
required) 
Meetings with supervisor 
Meetings with supervisor and 
documented a complete 
example of analysis from 
phase 1 to 5 for review and 
discussion 
Snapshot of analysis at the 




Phase 5: Defining and 
naming themes 
Researcher triangulation Peer 
debriefing  
Team consensus on themes  
Documentation of team 
meetings regarding themes 
Documentation of theme 
naming 
Informal peer debriefings 
where colleague was asked to 
review themes and sub-
themes.  
Use of memos in Nvivo to 
document decisions and 
changes to emerging 
concepts and themes 
(referring to literature as 
required and to comments 
from peer debriefing). 
Meetings with supervisor to 
discuss themes and progress. 
Was there sufficient data to 
support the themes? What 
theories are relevant? 
Documented a complete 
example of analysis from 
phase 1 to 5 for review and 
discussion 
Extracts from transcripts and 
codes to support themes 
created 
Snapshot of analysis at the 
end of Phase 5 created in 
Nvivo 
Phase 6 : Producing the 
report 
Member checking  
Peer debriefing  
Describing process of coding 
and analysis in sufficient 
details  
Thick descriptions of context  
Report on reasons for 
theoretical, methodological, 
and analytical choices 
throughout the entire study 
Documented a detailed 
analysis for each individual 
theme, identifying the story 
that each theme told but also 
considering how each theme 
fit into the overall story 
about the entire data and 




Provide rich thick 
descriptions 
Drew from literature to 
provide theoretical reasoning 
to discuss themes   
Memos in Nvivo used to 
record change to data  
 
Table 3.5 Establishing Trustworthiness in Thematic Analysis 
 
The second column in the above table lists the procedures suggested by Nowell et al. (2017). The 
third column details the actions that were taken in this research study.  The following table 
illustrates actions taken as part of the data collection process: 
Data Collection Pilot focus group and interviews were conducted 
Informed consent was sought and information about the 
study was provided to each participant 
Peer debriefing following these to review and discuss. 
Feedback sought from participants in the pilots. 
Member checking with each participant 
Colleague attended all focus group sessions to facilitate 
discussion on the sessions. 
Audio file of one interview shared with supervisor for 
feedback and to note areas of improvement for interviewer 
skills  
Archiving of all raw data Log of audio files created 
Consent forms from participants were logged and stored 
securely 
Audio files were transcribed 
After each focus group a short debrief was held between the 
researcher and the colleague to discuss the main points and 
clarify notes that were taken during the sessions. Similarly at 
the end of the interview process peer debriefing took place. 
 
Table 3.6 Establishing Trustworthiness During Data Collection 
 
These tables are provided to summarise and provide an overview of the steps that were taken in 
enhance the rigor and integrity of this research study. 
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3.7  Ethical Considerations 
It is a primary responsibility of the researcher to ensure that the research approach does not exploit 
the participants.  The application of the Belmont report (cited in Bailey et al., p.63) suggests the 
importance of considering informed consent, self-determination, minimisation of harm, 
anonymity and confidentiality.  These principles should be applied to any research study 
regardless of whether it is of a qualitative or quantitative nature.  It is recommended that in order 
to gain support from participants a researcher must explain the purpose of the study and must not 
engage in any deception about the study (Creswell 2007). The Sociological Association of Ireland 
produces the guidelines and general principles for sociologists in their ethical practice which 
promote honesty and integrity when conducting research activities and ‘respect the rights, dignity 
and worth of all people’ (Sociological Association of Ireland 2016, p.1).   
Every effort was made throughout this study to safeguard and respect participants and to follow 
these guidelines and to adhere to the four principles of Respect for Persons, Beneficence, Justice 
and Respect for Communities. An application was made for ethical approval to Waterford 
Institute of Technology’s Research Ethics Committee for this study and was granted (Reference 
Number: 15/INT-SLL/01). The adjustment and transition period for first year students is a deeply 
personal experience where there can be many emotions and feelings; excitement and freedom but 
also potentially isolation, anxiety, doubt and nervousness.  The welfare of participants was core 
to this study and great consideration was given to both mentors and the mentees to ensure that 
support was available and that information on accessing these supports was easily attainable. The 
following section provides an account of the steps taken to consider the welfare of the participants 
of this study. 
 
3.7.1 Importance of Ethical Considerations in this Study 
Conducting this study with integrity and maintaining respect the dignity of the participants was 
paramount. Participation in this study was voluntary and participants were informed of the option 
to decline to take part or opt out at any stage. Participants were informed what the research was 
about, the reason it was conducted and what their involvement entailed. Information sheets 
explaining this were prepared for both stages of the research and participants were asked to read 
these and given the opportunity to clarify points if necessary.  Informed consent was sought before 
participating in either focus groups or interviews and contact details were provided should there 
be any further queries. Copies of these documents are available in Appendix 2 and Appendix 3. 
Participants were informed about what would happen to the information that they have shared.  
101 
 
The names of participants participating in the research have been anonymised and pseudonyms 
were used where necessary.  All data has been stored in a secure fashion. 
The ages of all first year students in the department were checked in advance to determine if there 
were any potential participants under 18. All student mentors were Garda Vetted during the 
summer months as part of their recruitment and training and made aware of the Institute’s Child 
Protection Policy during training sessions.  Backup support for the student mentors included 
information on the support services of the Institute and how to access these and also when and 
how to refer students to these services if required.   
Peer mentors were required to participate in three training sessions which were delivered by the 
P2P co-ordinators. Case studies were provided in training for the groups to discuss to help them 
envisage and become aware of how different supports could be useful to the first year students 
and also themselves.  Mentors were also provided with a training manual, excerpts of which are 
available in Appendix 8. Three group reflective support sessions were facilitated for the student 
mentors during the academic year.  Two SLL staff members were assigned the role of P2P co-
ordinators and act as contacts for direct contact, and a specific email address (P2P@wit.ie) to 
contact staff involved in the programme.  A private and closed Facebook page was created to 
communicate with mentors directly.  If any sensitive or private issues arose concerning the 
wellbeing of participants or mentors during this study, they were directed to the appropriate 
support services provided by the Institute. 
 
 
3.8 Limitations of Study 
It is important to consider the potential limitations of this study. Firstly the research was 
conducted in a single higher education institution and the results may not be transferrable.  In 
order for a reader to determine transferability, it was important to provide rich detail of the context 
in which the study took place and provide information about the P2P programme and to help to 
provide reassurances that the account is credible.  
This study focused on participants in a peer mentoring programme in a single department within 
the HEI.  While it could be argued that the results could potentially be different for a student 
cohort from different faculty (for example engineering or science), this was the only department 
in which the peer mentoring programme was established at the time the study was conducted. As 
required by the research questions, only first year students participated and their experience of 
first year was explored through their participation in the peer mentoring programme. 
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The researcher is linked professionally to SLL and the P2P programme so measures were taken 
to ensure that personal values and beliefs have not overly influenced or dominated the research. 
Peer review and peer debriefing sessions were been employed. Three staff members from SLL 
(Retention officer and P2P co-ordinators) were involved at various stages of the research project. 
A staff member (colleague) was in attendance at each of the focus groups, but not at the 
interviews. Following the completion of the five focus groups a debriefing meeting was held with 
peers to discuss and act as a sounding board for emerging thoughts and ideas.  This was repeated 
again at the end of the interviews. Ongoing meetings were held with the research supervisor 
throughout the research process. A detailed discussion on researcher positionality during this 
study has been provided. 
Focusing on a single department limited number of potential participants, but access to and 
recruitment of participants was not an issue during this study. It is possible that participants that 
volunteered did so because they had a positive experience of participating in the P2P programme 
and those that disliked the programme or had negative experiences did not volunteer. 
 
 
3.9  Conclusion 
This chapter provided an overview of the epistemological underpinnings this qualitative study 
and outlined the aims of the research and the research context.  The methods employed to conduct 
the study were detailed and a thematic analysis using Braun and Clark’s six-phase model was 
carried out. There were two stages to this sequential exploratory study.  The first stage involved 
focus groups.  This stage gathered information about the experiences of participants, which 
predominantly related to the first research question. Themes were developed form this stage and 
Stage 2 was designed to gather more information in relation to those themes. This stage was 
predominantly focused on answering the second research question. 
Establishing trustworthiness and credibility was very important and details of measures taken to 




4. Chapter 4 Data Analysis (Findings) 
 
4.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter detailed the underpinning philosophy of this research study and the methods 
used for data collection. The two stages of the research study were detailed and a summary of the 
thematic analysis was provided. The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings of the 
analysis.  
As detailed in the previous chapter, the focus of this research was to explore the experiences of 
first year participants participating in a peer mentoring programme and the role of social 
connections during this time. The research questions are: 
 What are participants’ views of a peer mentoring programme during their first year? 
 How can making social connections through participating in a peer mentoring programme 
support transition? 
The data collection and analysis were conducted in two stages; the first of which involved 
conducting focus groups.  Following the analysis of the focus groups, questions were developed 
for use during the interviews conducted in Stage two. This chapter is divided into two sections to 
reflect the two stages. This study adopted Braun and Clarke’s framework for thematic analysis 
(2006; 2013). The following lists the six these phases of this framework: 
 Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with the data 
 Phase 2: Generating initial codes 
 Phase 3: Searching for themes 
 Phase 4: Reviewing themes 
 Phase 5: Defining and naming themes 
 Phase 6: Writing the report 
 
 
4.2 Summary of Stage 1 (Focus Groups) 
The first stage of this study involved conducting focus groups with first year students who were 
participating in the peer-support programme (P2P). Five focus groups and a pilot were conducted 
and between five and seven participants took part in each focus group. Each focus group took on 
average forty five minutes to an hour to complete. The table below details the number of 
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participants and the duration of each session. The researcher was the moderator at each of the 
focus group. A colleague of the researcher from Student Life and Learning also attended each of 
the sessions.  
The following diagram summarises the first five phases of Stage One of the thematic analysis 
using Braun and Clarke’s model. It also illustrates that the themes developed in Stage 1 informed 
Stage 2. In line with the research questions, Stage 1 of the study used focus groups to develop a 
broad understanding of the phenomenon from multiple participants. The shared meanings and 
social constructions of the participants were explored. The themes developed in this stage were 
used as a basis for the development of the interview questions for Stage 2 which were designed 
to gather more information about the themes and to explore the themes with individual 
participants in more depth. 
 
 
Figure 4.1 Summary of Stage 1 Thematic Analysis (Focus Groups) 
 
The phases outlined above were carefully and systematically followed. Phases three to five 
involved the core analytic work where the data was coded, candidate themes were developed and 








2. Phase 1 
Familiarisation 
with Data
3. Phase 2           
45 Codes 
created
4. Phase 3         
11 themes / 
sub-themes
5. Phase 4             
7 Potential 
Themes
6. Phase  5             
5 Themes (4 






Stage 2       
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themes. As Braun et al. (2016) state, these stages permit the development of a robust, detailed 
and nuanced answer to the research question. Developing themes involved grouping codes 
together to identify higher level patterns. Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that at this stage the 
themes represent the nature and substance of the data relevant to the research questions. The 
following lists the five final themes at the end of Phase five: 
 Forming Social Connections and Relationships 
 Social Integration 
 Academic Integration 
 Pre-Entry and Expectations 
 Contextual Information 
The themes are presented in descending order of the total number of references coded to the 
themes. An examples of coding and the process of developing themes is available in Appendix 
23. Sample of notes taken at peer debriefings are available in Appendix 24. 
 
 
4.3 Stage 1 Findings (Focus Groups) 
Braun and Clarke (2013) explain that writing the report, as is required for Phase 6, is an integral 
element of the thematic analysis. This requires intertwining extracts of the data with the narrative 
of the analysis and drawing on literature to contextualise it. For this reason, some reference to the 
literature has been incorporated to the discussion on the findings.  The findings from the thematic 
analysis are detailed under each theme. 
Stage 1 of this study found social aspects of starting in college were very important to participants. 
Making and maintaining social connections with and through peers was a significant theme.  This 
is supported by the literature where it has been identified that making and maintaining connections 
with peers and staff is vital during transition, and that transition can be enhanced by providing 
opportunities to form positive social connections (Wilcox et al. 2005; Briggs et al. 2012; Risquez 
and Sanchez-Garcia 2012). Making friends and meeting people is part of social integration and 
transition.  
 
4.3.1 Theme 1: Forming Social Connections and Relationships 
The theme of Forming Social Connections and Relationships was the most prominent theme 
developed following the analysis of the focus group data in terms of the number of references that 
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were coded to this theme.  The title of this theme conveys that meeting people, forming 
friendships, being part of a group was very significant for participants as has been found by other 
studies (Wilcox et al. 2005; Andrews and Clark 2011; Briggs et al. 2012). The importance of 
social aspects associated with starting in higher education to participants was evident throughout 
the focus groups.  
This theme encompasses references to how participants formed social connections and fears that 
they had about forming connections. Participants also articulated that they valued meeting people 
outside their own class groups and how these connections were a source of support and 
information for them.  Participants were clear and consistent in identifying that they regarded 
their friends, mentors and peers as a first point contact if they experienced difficulty or challenges 
over staff or other institute contacts.   
Within this theme a number of sub-themes focusing on the forming and importance of connections 
for participants and why they deemed these connections to be important, were grouped together. 
These sub-themes are listed in Appendix 14 and encompass groups of codes where participants 
spoke of the impact of being part of a group or network, how they met people and challenges they 
faced doing so. Journal notes from a peer debriefing meeting following interviews displayed 
below also convey the importance of making connections to participants and that participants 
discussed and references different types of connections they had formed:  
 
 




Most participants discussed the importace and desire to make connections and meet people and 
associated this settling or fitting in. For some participants there was almost a pressure or an 
urgency to meet people as is illustrated in the following participant’s comment:  
I’m not saying that it’s too late if you don’t do it at the start to make friends, but it’s going to be a 
lot harder when everyone is in their groups.  
(Focus Group 4, Student 5) 
 
Participants expressed that getting to know people requires effort or some form of action.  This 
sometimes made participants go outside of their comfort zone or feel uncomfortable but they 
viewed it as necessary to meet people: 
Sometimes you have to make yourself go over and talk to someone that you have not spoken to. 
(Focus Group 4, Student 2) 
 
Yea it was kind of hard, you were sitting beside someone we were making friends, then we got 
split up into our groups, then you were kind of separated again and you had to start from scratch. 
(Focus Group 2, Student 4) 
 
You have to go and mix with people. 
(Focus Group 2, Student 6) 
 
Transition into higher education is about accessing networks and forming new identities as a 
learner in higher education. It is about making social connections.   Participants also felt strongly 
that relationships mattered and discussed how forming connections and being part of a group was 
a core element of their transition.  Some participants stated that they could not imagine staying or 
being in the Institute without having made these connections. The process of making these 
connections was discussed and how bonds have been formed.  A number of participants spoke 
about the importance of “getting involved” and its centrality to making connections:  
Everyone wants to be involved; some people don’t feel involved, doing your best to get involved,   
(Focus Group 1, Student 4) 
 
I think taking part in clubs and societies is very important.  They are not just for sports, it’s for 
everyone.  I’d highly recommend next years’ first years to do it too  
(Focus Group 4, Student 3) 
 
Participants illustrated various ways that they met people, inside and outside of the class room. 
Clubs and societies were reported by some as a way to do this: 
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We joined the surf club and had great fun.  You meet people from other courses and it’s so much 
fun.  It’s a good idea because you know more people around the college. 
(Focus Group 4, Student 5) 
 
It’s a nice way. Eh, I first went to train, get to know people on the team, talk away to them, it was 
a good way to meet people and have the craic.  Everything was organised  
(Focus Group 2, Student 2) 
 
Participants outlined how not everyone was able to engage in these in these activities: 
I signed up then but it was too late and I felt awkward going cos everyone else had …didn’t want 
to be the new person there half way through.   
(Focus Group 5, Student 3) 
 
Before I came here I always said that I would do something like that but I just didn’t find the time.  
I find it really difficult to get the time to do it.  I fully intended to but I found it too difficult. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 3) 
 
Others referred to activities in the classroom that helped them to meet people: 
The fact that we are all doing practicals together and like we have work together in the class room. 
Doing stuff together, outside the class gels us.  
(Focus Group 4, Student 3) 
 
In one [class] group we get paired up with someone sitting beside that you might not have 
necessarily have talked to before or you might have briefly. That helps you to get to know them  
(Focus Group 4, Student 6) 
 
Our course has SPHE which was a huge benefit to our group.  We are all really close now because 
of it.  Without that I don’t think we would be as close now. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 2) 
 
According to Field (2009), “relationships matter” with social networks being a valuable asset.  He 
explains that through making connections with others and maintaining them, people are able to 
achieve things that they could not by themselves or could only do so with great difficulty. 
Participants frequently highlighted the importance to them of having friends and the role that 
friendships played in supporting them if they faced challenges as is evidenced in the following 
remarks about friends: 
Friends as well, that was a big help in getting through first year. 




You need to have friends. 
(Focus Group 4, Student 4) 
 
For me it was like, I struck up a lot of good friendships. 
(Focus Group 2, Student 1) 
 
I’d struggle, I’d be lost if I didn’t have friends.  
(Focus Group 6, Student 2) 
 
Maybe one or two people outside the course I’m getting to know their friends and that and getting 
to know more people, when I came down first I didn’t know that many. 
(Focus Group 5, Student 1) 
 
Participants in this study identified benefits which they attributed to making social connections 
and being part of social networks. 
 
4.3.1.1 Role of Peers and Peer Mentoring 
It emerged strongly in this theme that participants felt comfortable about approaching their peers 
for help or support over other avenues of support, whether this was a classmate or a peer mentor:  
You can talk to other students easier than lecturers if you have questions.  
(Focus Group 4, Student 6) 
 
I’d be more comfortable [talking] with a student. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 4) 
 
Yeah, a friend basically first, but then I think it all depends on the lecturer you have. If you wanted 
to go to the lecturer, because you mightn’t be comfortable going to one lecturer, because you might 
say that they might think it was my fault.  
(Focus Group 1, Student 4) 
 
Your mentor.  They’d definitely tell you how to deal with it or where to go if you asked them.  So 
that would definitely be a good way.  If they know about it they’d be able to give you direction 
where to go. 
(Focus Group 5, Student 1) 
 
Some participants expressed a sense of shared experience and understanding between them and 
their peers which meant it was easier to talk to them: 
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I wouldn’t. Not that I wouldn’t approach lecturers but I’d kind of feel like that it’s hard to talk to 
them in class and all. The onus is on me, I’d talk to friends more so, see if they are feeling the 
same way.  
(Focus Group 1, Student 3) 
 
Yea, I think so cos, like, the students before, like, you know I got a few tips on lecturers you know 
definitely have your stuff ready for them, like, kind of, the second years had already been there 
and they knew like and you know they could tell you like this teacher is great, like, he’ll help you 
do loads or she’ll help you do loads and like just stuff like that, I think it’s better coming from 
someone who has just done it rather than say a lecturer telling you cos you are going to listen to 
the student more. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 2) 
 
Evidence suggests that mentoring programs are beneficial to participants and have a positive 
effect on student transition, sense of belonging, retention and skill development (Glaser, Hall, and 
Halperin 2006 in Heirdsfield et al. 2008; Andrews and Clark 2011; Goff 2011; Thomas 2012; 
Clark et al. 2013).  Mentoring is linked to a safe, empathetic relationship from which there are 
reciprocal benefits for the mentor and mentee (Risquez and Sanchez-Garcia 2012). Participants 
discussed their general experiences of participating in peer mentoring.  The following comments 
reflect some of these: 
We were introduced to people.  In our group the mentors were very involved and were doing stuff 
with us outside what they were meant to do.  Just getting us all together that really helped. Giving 
us a feel for the college, answering questions.  Didn’t feel uncomfortable going to them at all. 
(Focus Group 4, Student 1) 
 
I’ve obviously experienced it so, like the shy people wouldn’t be outgoing as much, wouldn’t 
know where to go, but if you have someone who has done it before it would help you. It’s a lot 
easier to get involved in, and stuff.” 
(Focus Group 1, Student2) 
 
Participants spoke of both their experience of participating in P2P and its role in terms of 
providing opportunities for them to form relationships with peers. It was evident also that their 
participation played a role in forming and maintaining connections both inside their classroom 
and with participants from other years.   
Again the peer to peer thing, the girl with peer to peer, the mentor, she made it easy for us to 
integrate with others. 





4.3.2  Theme 2: Social Integration 
Chapter 2 outlined how going to university involves a level of adjustment for most participants.  
For some participants, this has been described as an ‘intimidating leap into the unknown’ 
(McInnis et al. 1995, p.2).  Starting in college requires participants to negotiate the unfamiliar and 
complex process of transitioning and finding your feet and can present challenges and pressures 
which have to be resolved.  It is a time for conflicting emotions of apprehension and excitement 
which can potentially mean the adjustment is not easy (Andrews and Clark 2011).   
This theme is closely linked to the previous theme and was the second largest theme in terms of 
references coded to it. This study found that participants recognised and articulated that starting 
in higher education was a new environment for them and that a period of adjustment or transition 
to their new environment was necessary as is evident from the following comments: 
When you are coming into a new environment and like you don’t know your surroundings and 
stuff like that and you are meeting new people, you kind of have to adjust and adapt. 
 
(Focus Group 5, Student 2) 
 
…but I think it was that transition period was a bit weird for everyone, cause we were still trying 
to get to know each other and trying to get to know them. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 2) 
 
In the first few weeks we kind of obviously started going out in Waterford, everyone starts getting 
to know each other, everyone talks the next day about what happened, about a week or two 
everyone kind of clicked, no awkwardness in class or anything like that. 
(Focus Group 2, Student 4) 
 
Making and maintaining social connections and support with peers (and staff) is central to this 
process as during the transitional phase individuals have a vital need to belong and to identify 
with others (Wilcox et al. 2005).  It has been suggested that transition can be enhanced by 
providing the opportunity for participants to form positive social relationships with other 
participants and staff (Johnson and Watson 2004, cited in Briggs et al 2012; Wilcox et al. 2005; 
Risquez and Sanchez-Garcia 2012). The analysis of the focus groups data supports this argument. 
Social integration was important to the participants and making friends getting to know people 
was core to participants’ social adjustment and integration; 
It was grand, like, when you got to know people.  When you start off with people then you realise 
that it is ok. 
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(Focus Group 3, Student 3) 
 
When asked to use a word to describe how they felt starting, most responded with ‘lost’, ‘nervous’ 
or ‘anxious’. Two said they felt ‘awkward’.  Some responded with ‘excited’ or a mix of nervous 
and excited. Participants spoke of differences between how the felt starting in college compared 
to how they were feeling at the time of the focus group (second semester of first year):    
You feel like kinda that you know what you are doing a little bit more so you are kinda on top of 
things more than in the first semester because you don’t know then what’s kinda going to happen.  
(Focus Group 5, Student 2) 
 
Everyone’s got to know each other a lot better than in the first semester.  
(Focus Group 6, Student 4) 
 
You’re more used to your surroundings. 
(Focus Group 2, Student 1) 
 
Feel more settled now anyway. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 3) 
 
Again the significance and need of participants to integrate socially was strongly evident.  There 
is a link between this and the previous theme as participants stated how important it was to have 
friends and discussed what helped them to overcome challenges during this time. When asked to 
describe how they felt currently, words like ‘settled’, ‘happier’ and ‘comfortable’ were used. Two 
participants responded more tentatively saying ‘Feel more settled now anyway’ and ‘I don’t 
know’. 
 
Participants voiced that they experienced both social and academic adjustment, but placed more 
emphasis and importance on their social adjustment and referred to topics such as feelings and 
fears around starting higher education and meeting people, how they overcame social challenges 
and how they are feeling now.  Participants also referred to how friendships and social 
connections helped them to overcome the transition and social adjustment as well as providing 
emotional and social support.   
 
Most participants in the focus groups expressed more concern over fitting-in and social 
adjustment than adjusting academically. Some participants expressed fears or worries about 
meeting people as is illustrated in the following remark: 
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Fear, I’d say, like.  Fear of not being a certain way, like you wouldn’t get accepted. That’s what I 
kinda thought, when I came here.  “Oh what if people don’t like you?” But then after a few weeks 
you grew out of it.  So if people don’t like who you are they don’t like you who are. You can’t 
really do a lot to change that. That was a big fear for me coming into college. After that then it 
was grand. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 3) 
 
For some, this initial worry was quite significant and overshadowed concentrations on other 
aspects of their adjustment. This can be seen from a comment from one participant who said that 
they felt that it was important to be comfortable in their environment and to have made friends 
first before they can begin to listen and engage with the academic aspects:  
You are there on the first day and everyone is nervous.  No one knows everyone else unless you 
were there with someone who is going to the same course. So if you are thinking or worrying more 
about yourself and what people are thinking about you, you are not going to be listening to the 
slide.  So if you do it at a time when people are more comfortable would be better and a better 
chance you would actually listen.   
(Focus Group 4, Student 4) 
 
For others, having friends and not being isolated was vital to their integration as is illustrated in 
the following remarks. 
Because if you do like, love your course and don’t have the friends and cos that’d be lonely as 
well but like, they’d be nobody there like, that you could to just go and talk to. 
(Focus Group 4, Student 6) 
 
Couldn’t imagine having doing it like, if you hadn’t got to know people, if you were on your own. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 3) 
 
If you were in here and you weren’t interested in the course and you didn’t have friends you 
wouldn’t go to class. You need to be able to talk to people. 
(Focus Group 4, Student 3) 
 
If I didn’t have such good friends here I wouldn’t enjoy it half as much.  
(Focus Group 4, Student 5) 
 
I think it was important that because we are first years and because we didn’t know the layout of 
the exams, that our mentor told us about the layout and how you get on, that was beneficial.  




Having been asked to hypothetically give advice to new first year students that would be helpful 
to them, participants responses were predominantly around social aspects of starting college and 
making friends.  They spoke of how engaging with activities and participating in social events 
outside the classroom played a role in in the social integration.  Participants advised other first 
years to get involved in activities to meet people and make friends.  Forming friendships and 
‘getting involved’ was linked by participants to playing a role in social integration: 
Get involved with everything, if there is an activity on, get involved like, we had, the third years 
had a sports day for us, one day after, on a Tuesday, not many people showed up. I thought it was 
an ideal opportunity to meet people. The main advice I’d give is get involved in everything, you’ll 
only be here once, get involved and do things. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 5) 
 
Try talk to everyone.  Don’t stand there by yourself and not talk.  You’re not going to get anywhere. 
(Focus Group 4, Student 2) 
 
Just get involved really.  In anything that’s going on round the college.  Basically say yes to 
everything, get involved.  
(Focus Group 5, Student 4) 
 
Stage 1 findings have highlighted that meeting people and forming social connections were a 
priority for participants and they placed more emphasis on this than other aspects of their 
transition. Forming positive connections appeared to have provided support during transition into 
their new environment.   
 
4.3.3  Theme 3: Academic Integration 
Participants articulated that they were aware of differences between their previous and new 
learning environment and the focus of this theme is on the academic aspects of adjustment and 
integration. Participants identified and discussed academic challenges that participants faced in 
terms of difficult modules, managing assignments and assessments, adapting to a new learning 
environment. They also discussed activities or supports that they believed helped them adjust, 
including help from academic staff.  Academic referencing was mentioned in particular as a 
challenge. 
While this theme is also about integration, it is distinct from the previous two themes as it focused 
specifically on the academic sphere. Participants made this distinction and mostly placed lesser 
emphasis on their academic integration. These include academic challenges experienced by 
participants and differences they reported between their first and second semester. Most 
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participants reported experiencing differences between the academic environment in higher 
education and their prior experiences and adapting to those differences. The following two 
remarks are from participants that entered college directly following second level and illustrate 
the differences they experienced between participants’ previous educational experiences and 
those in higher education. 
Like you have to do all the work yourself, no one gives you like say in school. It’s not the same.  
You kind of have to do it yourself here.  
(Focus Group 5, Student 1) 
 
It’s so different from secondary school where you’re told what you need and where to get it, here 
you have to and find it on your own. 
(Focus Group 2, Student 6) 
 
For others adapting to a new style of academic writing was challenging and difficulties with 
academic referencing were specifically mentioned. 
Referencing, I think referencing is a big thing when you come to first year of college. You’re in 
sixth year and your writing essays there’s no such thing as references and then it comes to first 
year in college and you’re expected to know to reference, and reference right,  and if you don’t get 
it right you’re in serious trouble. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 4) 
 
I think the change in the type of writing coming in from secondary school. It’s a totally different 
way you have to be.  Referencing definitely its hard. 
(Focus Group 5, Student 4) 
 
Participants articulated that transitioning to their new academic environment required getting used 
to a new way of doing things and balancing workload, assignments and time management was 
required. 
I think getting all your assignments. Like, cos I put things off and put it off and put it off until it’s 
due that day, and …you’re kind of setting yourself up to get them all done at the same time, that’s 
challenging, I think that’s a challenge.  
(Focus Group 3, Student 6) 
 
Time management, trying to manage your assignments and study as well, especially when they 
are all coming up together.  




Just kind of when you get your assignments, just make a start on them. What I noticed last semester 
and this semester, you don’t realise how quickly your assignments start building up and before 
you realise it you’ve six things due and you have two weeks to do them or whatever when you get 
your assignments, even if you don’t start look into possible ways that you could tackle them, 
especially for me last year I had a few essays and assessments stuff and I was leaving it all to the 
last minute. But emm, that would be my biggest advice to anyone tackle them, kind of, 
straightaway when you get them. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 1) 
 
Yea cos in secondary school your teachers are like “you have to have this done for tomorrow” 
whereas you get an assignment and it’s not due for four or five weeks your like “oh I’ve loads of 
time to do it” and then you don’t really. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 4) 
 
 
4.3.4  Theme 4 Pre-Entry and Expectations 
This theme captures information about the pre-entry experiences of participants and their 
expectations of college life. Participants referred to factors that influenced their choice of course 
and how they chose their course. Participants also discussed their prior educational experiences.  
Participants’ expectations of college and their course were grouped in a separate sub-theme. 
Topics like financial cost, living away from home, household duties and adjusting to these were 
also discussed.  Again there was a distinction made between the academic and social spheres of 
college life. A number of participants reported they felt un-prepared for their course and their 
expectations were sometimes inaccurate as the following remarks illustrate:  
Emm and like especially this semester, accounting and stuff, I never thought that would be 
involved which was kind of a shocker. No but like the way it’s kind of split up between practical 
and theory is very good I think because you have like you have a good bit of time to do the sports 
and stuff and you have your time in the classroom which I think is brilliant. There’s a few kind of 
things like am, like Exercise Physiology, Biology and that kind of thing. I hated biology in leaving 
cert so it was tricky for me but its grand like.   
(Focus group 1, Student 2) 
 
I had…I knew kind of the course had a bit business, like the business name in it that there would 
be some hard business but like! 




I thought it was all going to be “let’s be fit and exercise every day” and I didn’t think it was going 
to be half so much science based. Like I was warned that it was going to be but I was like “ahh I’ll 
be grand”.  
(Focus Group 3, Student 4) 
 
I don’t know. I didn’t expect so many essays. I thought it would be more just like practical to be 
honest. 
(Focus Group 2, Student 2) 
 
It’s more work than I expected it to be. I find the biomolecules and cells, the science difficult.  I 
wasn’t expecting that. 
(Focus Group 5, Student 1) 
 
This is aligned with the literature which indicates that students may have difficulty imagining 
what higher education will be like (Briggs et al. 2012) and often have unrealistic expectations of 
university life (Kuh et al. 2011). These expectations were not just about academic aspects but also 
about their college life incorporated items like budgeting, household duties etc.  
Is it the day to day costs, I mean you can work out what rent is and things like that so it’s obviously 
books, materials, food. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 3) 
 
And everything just goes off and if you’re trying to buy healthy and if you don’t eat it within two 
days you have to throw it in the bin, like if you buy fruit and especially strawberries anything like 
that they are gone off within a day and its annoying and then your just like fine, I’ll eat rubbish. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 5) 
 
Like, I come from a big family and the only time I went  shopping with mam I’d always get loads 
of stuff, so then in like the first two weeks there was load of my food going out of date cos I never 
ate it like, so that was hard as well.  
(Focus Group 3, Student 6) 
 
Nicholson et al. (2013) found that there is a gap between the expectations of students and the 
reality. This mismatch between expectations and reality can cause difficulty in adjusting to higher 
education (Briggs et al. 2012; Morton et al. 2014). Some of the participants that had studied a 
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further education course6 prior to entry, reported it as beneficial to them and as having made them 
more prepared for the academic aspects of college: 
Well, it prepared me a bit.  It was project and all attendance.  If you didn’t attend for 80% you 
wasn’t getting to do any of your end of courses exams or anything.  Even the way of teaching was 
different than what I was used to in school.  
(Focus Group 4, Student 4) 
 
It was never my choice to take the year out like, never wanted, I just wanted to go straight into 
college but I just thought, then, after the year, I thought I was so ready for college and I’d kind of, 
I’d recommend it, like, even doing the PLC or taking the year out like, if anyone is unsure I 
definitely would recommend it, if you know or not if college is for you or not 
(Focus Group 3, Student 2) 
 
The PLC gave me an idea of what college might be like. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 4) 
 
I was able to meet more people and I was able to manage money and stuff. I learned a lot like that 
before coming in. 
(Focus Group 5, Student 3) 
 
The findings from this study support the literature concerning a mismatch between expectations 
and reality for new student in college and illustrate that support can be helpful with adjusting to 
college. 
 
4.3.5 Theme 5: Contextual Information 
This theme contains information that was not directly relevant to the research questions but 
provided insight into experiences of participants and background information. For example, it 
incorporates participants’ opinions of support structures within the institution and suggestions 
made by participants for P2P and orientation. Most of the comments are also institutions specific 
for example comments about specific classrooms or buildings. Participants spoke of challenges 
outside of college life that were not captured in the academic and social integration themes. These 
were grouped in this theme.  These included budgeting, cooking, living away from home etc. 
                                                     
6 References to further education and post-leaving cert courses (PLC) are made by participants. These are 
further education training (FET) courses offered by the Further Education and Training Boards Ireland and 




Participants’ suggestions for how they could be helped with some of these challenges help with 
these were included here.  
Findings from the focus groups appear to suggest that engaging in P2P offered participants an 
opportunity to make connections with peers and thus provided them with a potential source of 
support or contact when the needed help. Participating in P2P appears to have also played a role 
in the social integration of participants in terms of making connections and accessing practical 
help during a period of adjustment. These points were explored in more depth in Stage 2 of the 
study. Discussion on how this Stage links to and informed Stage 2 is in section 3.4.3. The figure 
below summarises the thematic analysis process for Stage 1 and lists the final themes that were 
developed. 
 
Figure 4.3 Themes Developed from Stage 1 (Focus Groups) 
 
 
4.4 Summary of Stage 2 (Interviews) 
This section provides a description of the thematic analysis of the interview data and the findings 
for Stage 2 of the research.  A pilot and fifteen semi-structured interviews were conducted during 
this stage. Again, Braun and Clarke’s model for thematic analysis was employed and the 




Figure 4.4 Summary of Stage 2 Analysis (Interviews) 
 
This figure conveys the changes and refinements that were made throughout each phase of the 
process. The following diagram outlines the final themes that were developed. Each of these are 
discussed in more detail in the following sections. 
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A complete listing of the themes, sub-themes and codes from Phase 5 can be found in Appendix 
12. A brief description of each is theme is provided. The following sections describe the findings 
and provide an overview of each theme. 
 
 
4.5 Stage 2 Findings (Interviews) 
The themes that developed from the interviews convey the views and perspectives of the 
participants participating in P2P and in doing so have provided an insight into the process of 
transition into their new environment. Similarly to Stage 1, making connections and meeting 
people was hugely significant for the majority of participants as was the important role that peers 
play.  Each of the themes will be discussed and the findings from each theme detailed including 
any role that participating in P2P played in each theme. 
 
4.5.1 Theme 1: Interpersonal Relationships 
This theme has the largest representation of references coded to it from the interview data 
illustrating its prominence for participants.  Two sub-themes were combined under this theme; 
Meeting People Getting to Know People and Making Friends and Process of Making 
Connections. 
The sub-theme Meeting People Getting to know People and Making Friends collates all the codes 
and references where participants spoke of a need to meet and get to know people and the reasons 
they gave for this. Participants explained that they want to make social connections and form 
friendships and discussed how they wanted to be acknowledged or feel known and the importance 
of having someone to talk to and making friends.  They explained that making friends made them 
feel better about themselves, meant they were not alone. They attributed having friends and 
someone to talk to with reducing worry and anxiousness. They also spoke of their experiences of 
meeting people initially.  The P2P programme was reported by participants as providing a way to 
help make initial connections and meet people.  Participants spoke of their experiences meeting 
new people when they started and whether it was difficult or not for them. There were thirteen 
codes grouped under this sub-themes and a listing of these is provided in Appendix 14. 
The second sub-theme, Process of Making Connections, grouped codes where participants 
discussed extending their connections to meet larger groups or others from outside their class or 
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year.  Participants explained that engagement with clubs or societies, participating in P2P 
programme and events and student accommodation were some of the ways that they did this.  
Forming connections was very important for participants and evidence suggests that participants 
wanted and needed to develop friendships and did not want to be isolated or alone. Participants, 
as in Stage 1, recognised that starting college was a new environment for them for most this 
required a period of change or adjustment as the following comment illustrates: 
The similarity of the course level this year in the first semester was really similar to my plc. So it 
gave me time to adjust to my surroundings that kind of way. Emm maybe, making a couple of 
friends and getting on with people. I try but maybe I might over try sometimes do you know, kind 
of way. That was a bigger adjustment but because I had the plc done I felt academically there was 
a little bit of pressure taken off my shoulders for the first semester. And gave me a chance to you 
know like, try and make friends and get on and learn where I was going and remember my 
timetable, that kind of thing. You know, things I struggled more with you know.   
(Interviewee 1) 
 
This comment also conveys that for this participant it was the social aspects of integration that 
were more significant. This concurs with Andrews and Clark (2011) who found that the majority 
of new students are not concerned about the academic side of college but are worried about 
making friends and finding their feet. Similarly, McMillan (2013) found the fear of alienation, 
being an outsider and not making friends to be students’ greatest fear. The findings of this study 
supported this as many of the participants expressed fears or anxieties about not fitting in or not 
meeting people. The following comments convey some of the fears or concerns expressed in this 
study over social aspects of starting college: 
Uhm, it [making friends] made me a lot less anxious because you go in in the morning and you 
think, “Oh my god, where am I going to sit?”  Then you have someone and you just sit there and 
you don’t even have to worry about it.  You can just focus on like, learning.  You don’t have to 
like, worry about all those kind of aspects and like, “Oh my god who am I going to sit with?”  
(Interviewee 3) 
 
Not knowing anyone, but definitely not knowing anyone was kind of a fear.  Like, I was like, 
“What if I don’t make friends I’ll just be sad all the time?”  So like, I think that’s just a really big 
aspect of college that everyone’s kind of like, “Oh, I need to make-.”  Like, you need friends in 
college otherwise, it’s not going to be as enjoyable as you want it to be. 
(Interviewee 15) 
 
Very important because I’d rather-, like, I’d hate to sit in class on my own and not have anyone to 
sit beside, not even to talk to like, but just knowing the person beside me is my friend, like.  It’s a 
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lot more comforting knowing like, when you’ve an hour after class you can go and do something 
with your friend rather than sitting down on your own with the hour dragging on.  It’s definitely 
the most important step for college anyway, for me.  
(Interviewee 1) 
 
Uhm, being on my own will probably be the worst thing because I wouldn’t know anybody and 
like, even if I found the course hard I wouldn’t know how to ask anybody, like, do you know?  
What’s this, how do you do this or whatever, but everybody here was so friendly and especially, 
having [Mentor name] as my P2P, he helped me an awful lot.  We had a group chat with him and 
everything. Just asking him questions.  
(Interviewee 14) 
 
4.5.1.1 Fear of Isolation 
Similar to McMillan (2013) a fear of being alone and not making friends was expressed by many 
of the participants and as ‘the worst thing’ (Interviewee 14).  Comments presented in the previous 
section and below convey the vulnerability that some participants felt during transition and prior 
to making connections.  Models of student adjustment illustrate that adjustment to higher 
education has phases and there are times when students can feel vulnerable, isolated and can 
struggle (Risquez et al. 2008; Menzies and Baron 2014). They also convey that integration is part 
of transition and contains both social and academic components.  Jackson (2010) found that 
although students can experience transition into higher education in different ways, for most 
students, the change from a familiar environment into an unfamiliar one means a period of 
instability or uncertainty. Participants in this study expressed the importance to them of forming 
friendships and social connections and particularly so during their first few weeks. There were 
many reasons provided for this by participants including; not wanting to be alone, wanting to feel 
happy, to have someone to talk to and to feel better about yourself.  All of these fears and emotions 
which are illustrated in the sample of comments below, convey the sense of uncertainty that 
participants experienced and the prevalence of these feelings.  
Maybe making new friends, like.  I think the more you feel comfortable with people and your 
surroundings, the more relaxed you’ll be and the more you’ll adapt to the environment, you know 
that kind of way. 
(Interviewee 7) 
 
It just kind of takes the worry off you, like.  You have someone to talk to so, do you know there’s 
like, a fear of being isolated.  It’s kind of nice just like to say, “Hello.”  It just calms you a little 





Part of a group, yeah. It’s so important.  I suppose a sense…you don’t want anyone to feel like 
that they are on their own. You know like that sense of loneliness or that they’re the only ones that 
don’t know what to do or they are stressing over something. That everybody is in a group like and 
everyone dealt with that before you know in the year previous or, or in your group someone else 
is feeling the same thing. 
(Interviewee 2) 
 
This fear was not just expressed by participants that came directly from second level education to 
college. It was just as evident from participants that had completed a post-leaving course, studied 
previously at other HEIs and mature students. Two of the remarks above were from mature 
students (Interviewees 7 and 2). Interviewee 9 completed a post-leaving cert course before 
starting. Another participant also expressed concerns around the social aspects of making friends 
and about moving away from home: 
Ah, how am I going to actually cope on my own because I am like-, the eldest daughter, but my 
mum was doing my washing and cooking the dinner and stuff like that so how am I going to cope? 
……… just maybe making friends and just not being on my own, like.  A loner sitting somewhere.  
(Interviewee 11) 
 
A participant who had studied at this institution in the previous year on a different course also 
expressed concern about meeting people even though they were familiar with the institution and 
had met people and made friends in the previous year (Interviewee 5). Participants in this study 
predominantly expressed more worry and apprehension when starting college about whether they 
would meet and get to know people than they did about their chosen course or their ability to 
succeed in their course. This worry appears to have been felt universally by participants regardless 
of their age and prior educational background before starting in higher education. Research 
indicates that the first few days are critical to students’ experience of higher education (Yorke 
1999; Andrews and Clark 2011; Collings 2016) and that peers’ community play a critical role in 
supporting the adjustment of first year to college and making one or two friends is a predictor of 
students’ intentions to stay (Krausse 2005). Participating in a peer mentoring programme offers 
students the potential to meet people from the first day, even if it is just their mentor. Evidence 
from this study suggests that participating in P2P and engaging in the activities fulfilled a need 
for many of the participants and eased anxiousness and worry about meeting people which were 
so prevalent in their thoughts. Again, there was no evidence from participants in this study that 
age and previous educational background impacted this.  One participant that had studied in 
another HEI in the previous year, but had not completed described how for them, meeting people 
was a “weight off your shoulders” (Interviewee 12) which illustrates the worry and importance 
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that students have about meeting people as they start in higher education.  Other participants that 
entered straight from second level or completed a post leaving cert course articulated how being 
part of a group provides support (Interviewee 14), and the importance of having someone to check 
in with you and ask how things are going (Interviewee 7). One participant stated that even having 
someone say hello is important emphasising the importance of being recognised or acknowledged 
had for them. 
I feel that it’s important that everybody needs to say hello. Even if it’s just hello people are 
acknowledging you in the corridor as they are walking by. It’s for me really, really good.  
(Interviewee 1) 
 
Another participant explained that for them making friends is important because: 
… you would feel like you were part of something.  You know, just like you fit in-, like you fit in 
here.         (Interviewee 4) 
 
 
4.5.1.2 Meeting People and Making Connections 
Similar to Stage 1, participants spoke of the various ways they met people and formed 
connections. Some attributed this to engaging with clubs and societies and living in student 
residential accommodation as evidenced by the following comments. 
I joined the soccer team and we started training and all. But then like people that were doing the 
training were also on my course so then I started to bond more with people on the course but then 
we had the team bonding day with the p2p and I was on the same team as some of the other girls 
like and we just clicked.  We became more like a unit kind of thing. We performed better at soccer 
as well.  It didn’t just help out friendship like it helped performance on the pitch that kind of way. 
So that was good.  
(Interviewee 1) 
 
Uhm, yes I thought I was able to like, move away and be fine, but at the start I was very kind of, 
homesick.  I didn’t know anybody, but I-, I got to know loads of people from just living in the 
student accommodation.  They were all first years so, I felt very comfortable with them and uhm, 
then I-, I ah, joined the weightlifting club and I thought that was very helpful just to know people 
around here because I didn’t really know anybody at the start and I wasn’t really prepared that 





Well, I started playing with the football team and after a couple of weeks’ training I thought this 
is what I-, this is where I want to be………………. Yes.  I-, I don’t know, I just kind of-, I 
remember going to the first training session and being like, “God, I don’t know anyone here.” but 
after a couple of weeks the other girls did like-, the older girls made you feel invited and that’s 
what I thought.  Through the team I like this team.  It’s where I want to be. 
(Interviewee 8) 
 
While it was evident that some of the participants spoke positively about their engagement, not 
all participants engaged with clubs or societies for different reasons as is illustrated in these 
comments: 
No because I’m travelling up every day and I don’t really have anywhere to stay.  So I find it hard 
like, to join them and that.  
(Interviewee 3) 
 
Ah, not really, no.  I did try the weightlifting, but I felt like I was starting to get too busy a few 
weeks into it.  So I was just like, just relax, just do my own gym work and go to the library.  
(Interviewee 11) 
 
One participant explained how classroom activity helped them to meet others: 
When we-, in first semester, we actually did a lot of-, there was like a lot of teamwork and talking 
and we did a lot of-, we’d-, ah, class out in the gym on campus.  A lot of being in pairs and mixing 
with people you weren’t familiar with a few weeks ago, like and the science-, there was one science 
subject in semester one, which I struggled a little bit, but then the more I got into it I realised this 
is my course, like and I actually enjoy it now.  I know it still wouldn’t be my strongest point, but 
I still enjoy it and I think the way the modules are laid out is good because in semester one, it’s 
kind of when you’re making all your friends.  All the P2P is coming into action.  So the fact you’re 
doing teamwork and you’re coaching and you’re playing sports together, it helps even more to 
make you mingle.  
(Interviewee 10) 
 
While participants illustrated the various avenues through which they met people, the findings 
suggest that for the majority of participants, taking part in P2P helped them make friends more 
quickly and become friends with people in their P2P group. It also enabled them to do this while 
interacting with others in a fun way as conveyed in the following quotations: 
Yes because there was some people in my class I wouldn’t have ever probably, spoke to.  Only 





I don’t know what it would be like for an 18 year old to come into the college or anything like 
that, but if it [P2P] helped someone like me as someone in their mid-20s, transition and get used 
to college so quickly and build up a pool of friends, build a good pool of support, I can only 
imagine like, when you’re at that-, when you’re 18, 19. 
(Interviewee 6) 
 
I wasn’t expecting none of the bonding games and all that kind of stuff, which was a good-, a good 
touch because like-, especially, with someone like me who has-, like, I didn’t know anyone coming 
down.  So like, all the games is just a good way to like, get you talking to people without even 
realising it.  Like, “Oh that’s his name.” that’s like, for coming somewhere new, getting to know 
people can be like, one of the most important things like, in a new place.  If you don’t have 
someone to talk to you, you’re hardly going to stick around. 
 (Interviewee 15) 
 
The remarks above are from two second level entrants and one mature student. One of these 
participants (mature student) gave the following advice about how to meet people, illustrating that 
their experience that getting involved in different clubs and events is important for meeting 
people.  
So I-, I-, I do find-, I do find that people will-, 18 year olds, 19 year olds, whoever comes down, 
will find it much easier if they allow themselves to actually get involved with things like P2P or 
even clubs and socs any of the sports teams because they’ll make friends so much quicker if they 
find a group of people who think like them and-, and will support them, hopefully support them 
the way they have supported me anyway.  
(Interviewee 6) 
 
This comment also conveys how this participant linked making friends through a peer-led activity 
supported their integration and the sense of support they experienced from being part of a group. 
Literature has shown that positive social interactions between peers are important to both social 
and academic integration (Briggs et al. 2012). The findings from this study appear to suggest that 
participating in P2P provided opportunities for participants to meet people and for positive social 
interactions with peers. They also suggest that participants believed they derived benefit from 
being part of a group.  
 
4.5.2 Theme 2: Benefits of Connections and Networks 
The previous theme focused on the importance to participants of meeting people and making 
connections. Participants appeared to view making connections and meeting people as a core 
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element of social integration. This theme portrays the benefits that participants attributed to 
forming social connections and being part of a social network. 
Participants explained how they perceived that they learned from others, were exposed to different 
perspectives and views and had increased options available to them as a result of making 
connections and being part of social networks.  The motivation and confidence that others 
provided and the help with academic aspects and course work were also discussed. The complete 
listing of these is available in Appendix 14. The image below displays rough journal notes during 
early phases of the analysis of benefits cited by participants from forming social connections: 
 
Figure 4.6 Excerpt of Journal Notes during Thematic Analysis 
 
The importance of belonging and wanting to belong was evident from interview participants. The 
sub-theme Belonging and Feeling Part of Something was created to group codes where 
participants discussed wanting to feel belonging, how they perceived that they felt a sense of 
belonging and where they articulated that participating in P2P may have contributed to belonging. 
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It has been found that transition to college disrupts established social networks (Mattanah et al. 
2010). During the initial weeks at college, students are trying to cope with moving away from 
their old social support networks and developing new ones (Collings et al. 2014). Developing 
new social networks is part of transition and membership of social networks is closely linked to 
social capital. As discussed in chapter 2, the core meaning of social capital is that ‘relationships 
matter’ with social networks being a valuable asset (Field 2007). Connections to or membership 
of a group network or community, the existence of trust and shared values among the network 
members and the notion of reciprocity or gaining resources through the membership of the group 
are common themes in the discussion on social capital and social networks (Miracle 2013; Field 
2017). These elements appear to be evident in these findings. While participants reported 
academic and social benefits from forming connections and being members of a social network, 
they were predominantly from the social and psychological perspective. Examples of these are 
illustrated in the following remarks:  
Like say you pass somebody and you’re like “oh hey, how are you, how’s your day going? It’s 
like a chat. You’re like, yeah that person knows me, they recognised me as I was passing and they 
greeted me. And then maybe if you are really friendly with them, hang out with them and you get 
to know more of their friends. You are constantly broadening the people that you know.  It may 
not be just in your department, it may be in other departments as well.   
(Interviewee 1) 
 
Uhm because you don’t feel like an outsider really.  Like, nobody kind of, is really interested in 
you or anything like that.  So that’s really-, I just think it’s really important to have friends and 
like, feel wanted really in your college.  
(Interviewee 14) 
 
Like, you need-, you need people to-, in between classes like, you’re just going to be lonely.  
You’re not going to want to be around because like, even in school everyone has-, like secondary 
school and primary school everyone has friends.  You’re spending the day with people you know 
really well.  It’s important to get like, almost like a community or like, just familiarity with people 
that like, you’re not going to feel out of place or like, you shouldn’t be around with people.  So 
it’s really important to like, sharing experience and like, getting to know and make new friends.  
Like I have-, because I-, I loved that I came down to Waterford and now I have two groups of 
friends in two different parts of Ireland.  
(Interviewee 15) 
 
Participants highlighted a range of benefits and resources that they attributed to forming social 
connections and being members of social networks.  These included receiving guidance and 
advice, academic help, learning new things and being exposed to different views and perspectives. 
130 
 
The following comments, from a participants of a range of educational backgrounds and ages, 
provides, a flavour of this. 
It is a good thing. Yeah it is a good thing. Again to know that somebody is there. Just to know that 
if I had something that I needed to ask, you go sure I’ll just ask so and so emm they might know. 
Or they might guide me. I do think it’s important to have that person there. If it’s something so 
small but you could be stressing about it so much and it’s just like if you just send that quick 
message and then it’s done. It’s done and just have that feeling that ok, now I know it’s over here 
or if you go in to the students’ union they’ll, they do prints. You know they can print stuff off for 
you. You know. So it is important that they are there. Emm again just to not feel that like you’re, 
that nobody has like ever asked this question. How can I ask this question?.  So you want people 
to feel comfortable with you as well and, or with anybody again. Or you find somebody that you 




I think it just-, if you’re-, like, if you’re just set-, like, if you just kind of-, it opens up your variety 
kind of thing.  Like-, you’re like getting to know loads of different people, loads of different 
experience.  I think it makes you a lot more knowledgeable as well because you’re just talking to 
people from different backgrounds and connecting and stuff like that.  
(Interviewee 9) 
 
I think its nicer knowing people from different years like. I mean like they’ve, like if I have any 
questions I can ask them instead of asking other first years that might not know either so it’s a 
better way of getting an answer I think.  
(Interviewee 5) 
 
Uhm, I don’t know, you can never have too many friends really.  You know and extra support and 
you know, socialising as well.  Socialising is always good, even if it’s just with a cup of coffee 
and some new people, you know.   
(Interviewee 7) 
 
As indicated earlier, the benefits identified by participants and attributed to forming social 
connections were predominantly psychosocial and personal and appeared to meet a need of the 
participants, particularly during a time of adjustment and uncertainty. Participants spoke of 
increased confidence and encouragement for example as is illustrated in the following comments. 
…and I did just find that the peer-to-peer did actually help because it gave me that sense like, you 
can actually ask other people how to do it.  You don’t have to go off and do it yourself because 
that’s-, because that’s what I worry about like, would I have to do all this on my own because even 
if I don’t understand it, I probably have to go and do this on my own, but like because of peer-to-
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peer, they gave me the foundation to actually-, okay, I can actually ask these people, can-, like 
how you do this type of thing.  So I did find it quite helpful. 
 (Interviewee 6) 
 
Uhm, I don’t know really.  I just kind of-, I know the weeks I was feeling homesick and asking 
myself why I was still doing the course, I did go into-, like, I did try not to go into college, but my 
roommate was kind of, you know, “You should go in.”  At the same time she didn’t want to go in.  
So we were kind of pushing each other, but I think the couple of weeks that that was going on, I 
did go in most days and I did kind of-, I did communicate-, like, I did go into class and ah, 
participate and I think that did what-, I kind of said, “Well, I’m doing it because I like it.” and I 
thought like, there’s nothing else I want to be doing, but this course, like.  
(Interviewee 8) 
 
I think since we started talking properly and just made friends I think.  There was at least always 
one person to be like, “Yes, you can do this.  Come on.”  Yes.  
(Interviewee 11) 
 
I feel like it like, really involves you more to community.  I just feel like there’s a really big sense 
of community when you’re with people you know and just like, and it just makes college a whole 
lot better because like, if you’re stressing out you can talk to your friend and they’re stressed out 




Some participants also articulated that forming connections provided motivation for them to 
attend college and to persevere when facing challenges: 
Well, I think that’s one of the ways that people drop out because if you did-, if you didn’t feel like 
you were part of something or if you didn’t feel like-, you know, if you didn’t feel these 
connections, then you wouldn’t come to college and then you’d fail your exams and then you just 
wouldn’t-, you’d drop out.  
  (Interviewee 13) 
 
And to keep yourself like even to keep yourself on track as well. Like you know yourself when 
you hear people say “oh I’ve got that done” and you know little things like that. It’s like ok I’d 
better go, a little bit of motivation I suppose without even knowing it, you know, from a group is 
great like. Bouncing ideas off each other, different ways of doing things. This is how I do it. I 
could be sitting at home doing it for five hours in a different way you know like with projects and 





Big role.  If I didn’t have friends like, my-, my group of friends are very good.  They always come 
into class.  If I was friends with someone who didn’t come into class and was slacking, I’d probably 
be slacking too and just like, motivating each other and just informing each other about 
assignments and like, “Oh remember we have this due next week.”  So yes, a big impact.  I think 
they kept me going through the year, definitely. 
(Interviewee 11) 
 
Because I suppose you have connections in the class and everyone in the class should be more 




There did not appear to be any connection between the age and educational background of the 
participants as to whether they experienced benefits from forming social connections or not or the 
type of benefits hey voiced. 
 
4.5.2.1 Sense of Belonging 
Participants attributed forming connections and membership of social networks with developing 
a sense of belonging, feeling comfortable and wanted as the following comment illustrates: 
My peer-to-peer, uhm, person, he uhm, just-, when I walked in-, in the college, I met him and he 
said “Hi” to me.  It kind of felt like I knew someone there really and then I joined the weightlifting 
club and just from knowing people there as well made me really comfortable. 
 (Interviewee 14) 
Belonging is understood in higher education as students feeling valued, accepted and encouraged 
by both peers and staff and the importance of building a sense of belonging has been established 
(Morrow and Ackerman 2010; Briggs et al. 2012; Strayhorn 2012; Thomas 2012; O’Keeffe 2013; 
Masika and Jones 2016; Tinto 2017). Strayhorn (2012, p.18-23), as highlighted in chapter 2, 
proposed core components for creating a sense of belonging. Among these were that belonging 
is: a basic human need, sufficient to influence human behaviour, intensified in importance in 
certain contexts or at certain times, and, affected by social identity. He also found that belonging 
occurs as a consequence of mattering or being valued. Evidence of this was found in the 
interviews as some participants spoke about belonging, mattering and being part of something. 
The following two remarks from one participant (second level entrant) illustrate the dual impact 
of feeling a sense of belonging, which they attributed to being created through friendships and 
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supportive peer relationships had on them personally and on their college experience and how it 
motivated them: 
But by you know, friendships and stuff like that and I think that you feel-, like, if you-, if you 
make an effort to be part of something, you’ll feel like you’re part of something and you’ll feel 
like you’re part of something pretty great.  You know, pretty special like, you know.  
(Interviewee 13) 
 
I guess-, you know, I think it-, like, it’s [being part of something] needed.  It’s like a human need.  
I think you need to feel want-, wanted or you know, that you’re company’s enjoyed or that you’re 
worth something because that’s like a human need. If you’re not part of something you just don’t 
come into college and you don’t go, ah, to training, then you’re just sitting at home and watch 
Netflix you know and then you’re just doing nothing.  You know so, to be part of something it 
kind of forces you to get out of your comfort zone.  So you-, you come into college every day and 
you’re tired, but you still do it and you go to the library and it’s worth it because you love it.  You 
know and then you’re going to train even though you’re exhausted because you know, you’re part 
of a team.  You so, you do it because the other girl’s doing it and the other girl’s just as tired, or 
even tireder than you are.  So it’s kind of a-, you know, it’s a team situation.  It’s-, it’s like everyone 
for all or whatever it is.  You know. 
(Interviewee 13) 
 
These comments also illustrated that social connections and membership of social networks 
contributed to a sense of belonging for this participant. This was not unique to this participant as 
others also linked forming friendships and connections to feeling wanted and belonging as can be 
seen in the following comments: 
It’s just that I want to make friends, want to have kind of people and all. Emmm, I go to make 
people feel wanted and connected and that kind of thing, That’s what [inaudible] be nice to people 




A lot of people have asked me like what have you, you know like, what is it about it that you love 
like. And I just love coming in. It is the sense of belonging and the sense of, as I said earlier, you 
know you feel kind of safe in here. Even though it can be overwhelming if that makes sense. 
(Interviewee 2) 
 
If you were with a group because you have people to back you up, people to support you.  Instead 
of, if you’re on your own, everything’s on your back, everything’s on your shoulders.  You’ve 
only-, only got yourself to count on type of thing.  Like, that’s not to say that you need a group 
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around you all the time.  There are times where you are grand on your own, but I do think that it 
is important to be in a-, be in a supportive group environment. 
(Interviewee 6) 
 
These extracts convey that participants wanted to feel they belong to their community and feel 
supported, safe and included. There was no evidence in this study to suggest that age or prior 
educational experience influenced this. The remarks provided above represent the experiences of 
a range of participants.  
 
4.5.2.2 Role of P2P 
Some of the benefits identified and attributed to membership of social networks were attributed 
directly to participating in P2P. While some were associated with attending P2P events, others 
were attributed to having a mentor and their relationship with that mentor. Again, while there 
were academic and practical benefits identified by participants, psychological and social benefits 
were more predominant as illustrated in the following remarks: 
Just any problem you had, you could go-, like, you could go to your mentor and tell-, like, text 
them or something and tell them you had a problem and they were always, like-, like, they were 




Definitely, it [participating in P2P] kind of opened-, like, it just kind of relaxed more so I could 
just be myself.  I feel like when I’m introduced to new people at first I’m a bit quiet because I’m 
not really sure what to say, but like, it was just casual and fun.  So I had no problem.  
(Interviewee 9) 
 
Uhm, just to get to know, being with people and having somebody to go to really.  Do you know?  
So instead of-, like, I wouldn’t really go out that much so, kind of being involved in doing the 
games with P2P was very helpful.  
(Interviewee 14) 
 
Yeah you do, and like they [P2P Mentor] can help you out say if you have a problem. They can 
tell you if you really need to knuckle down with a subject. Sure by the time we figure that out, its 
probably too late. And to have that, just a heads up, really benefits. It’s up to you to take it on but 
its them giving you that advice early on enough to cop that maybe we do need to attend this class, 





With my work, definitely because if I was struggling I would run to my P2P [mentor] for help.  
Even with assignments.  For silly questions like, how many words can you go over, under, we 




Participants found that interactions with their mentor and participating in P2P to be a source of 
practical help and information.  This predominantly involved navigation of buildings and 
timetables initially while they were trying to adjust to their new environment and finding out 
information about services and supports, local events etc. Some of this information was gained 
through the mentor directly and some from attending P2P events.  The following participants’ 
comments illustrate some of the experiences that were spoken of:   
Uhm, just like on nights out on where to go and where to go if like-, where is like, the medical 
centre and stuff like that and like, the assistance fund and stuff like that, on the course.  Just, I 
don’t remember half of it because it was just like overload on the first day, but if we did need 
something, it would be like, “I’m short of money where could I go?”  She’d definitely let us know. 
(Interviewee 12) 
 
P2P is amazing. Yeah, yeah. The P2P group, it’s the same thing, what do people want coming into 
college.  What makes their experience in college that little bit easier? Even things like where to 
go, where’s this building?, where’s that building. Emmmm. You know you have your library tour, 
just going in to the library and the simple question I think, like you think are stupid questions when 
they are not. Em you know, where’s the best coffee? You know. Where’s the best place to go for 
such and such or who to go to even.  Even with peer to peer the advice to guide you. That’s what 
they’re there for, to guide you on, like you know I need help with such and such, where do I go, 
is it into the Student Life and learning or over to the Students’ Union? Is it you know this, that 
kind of thing, they’re brilliant.  
(Interviewee 2) 
 
One participant explained how participating in P2P made it easier to ask for help 
The coffee mornings that the peer to peer put on are great to kind of, if there is any questions or 
any bit of support you need.  I find that by doing those it’s not as, you’re not asking somebody for 
help if you like, it’s more of a chat. It’s a chance to chat. 
(Interviewee 3) 
Apart from providing support and being approachable to new students, there was evidence to 
suggest that mentors provided encouragement and motivation to mentees. One participant 
explained that for them, seeing mentors getting on so well together at team building encouraged 
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them to come out of their ‘shell’ and ‘comfort zone’ (Interviewee 10). Another participant 
explained they gained confidence from knowing someone and therefore the worry of being alone 
and not knowing anyone was taken away (Interviewee 9). Participants stated that this can be as 
simple as a mentor saying hello to you (Interviewee 9 and Interviewee 14). The following remark 
conveys the sense of reassurance that one participant felt from having a mentor to go to: 
It one hundred percent helps you settle because it’s all such a big change coming to college and 
settling down and with peer-to-peer like, you always have someone to turn to even if you’re just 
sitting at home, like and feeling a bit lonely like, you always have your peer-to-peer to text to talk.  
They’re always helpful, even when you don’t think of them like, they’re always there beside you.  
(Interviewee 10) 
 
As in Stage 1, the importance of the role that peers play for each other was significant in this study 
which is discussed in more detail in the next theme. However, not all participants indicated they 
were worried or had anxiety about meeting people.  Some stated they find it easy to meet people 
but still found that participating in P2P was helpful to them in making friends. 
Yes.  Yes well, I would be an open person.  I am friendly like, but it’s still hard do you know, to 
talk to someone for the first time.  Do you know, when you’re coming in first year, again.  So yes, 
it [P2P] did play a big role. 
(Interviewee 12) 
 
It’s nice to like, be able to have someone there to help you and for you to help someone else.  I do 
struggle in that, I do struggle even though I don’t like to admit it. 
(Interviewee 4) 
 
It [P2P] made it easier to get to know people.  A lot easier because I-, not that I-, I’m used to going 
around and talking to people like because I never shut up because-, that’s what my family say 
anyway and it’s easy-, I find it quite easy to start socialising people, but it made it easier for me to 
find a good solid base of friends and support down here because like, I think the fact that I actually 
got to know a lot more of my classmates easier. 
(Interviewee 6) 
 
Participating in this P2P initiative appears to have created opportunities for students to come 
together, to make initial contacts. Participants did not believe that they only formed connections 
and got to know people because of participating in P2P, but rather that it made the process easier 
for them and helped them to meet people more quickly.  It appears that this was the case across 
the different profile of participants within the sample, regardless of age, gender or prior 
educational experience. This includes participants that had studied previously in higher education 
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(and not completed). For some it provided a reason to talk to others or to approach others. One 
example of an activity associated with P2P that gives an insight into how this happens is the team 
building sessions which were referred to very positively by many of the participants in both focus 
groups and the interviews.  
 
4.5.2.3 Team-building Activity 
This is an organised activity that takes place in the second week of semester one which P2P 
mentors and first year students attend. The event and activities are co-ordinated by the SLL 
department but individual tasks are led by the mentors who have been trained by SLL. The games 
and activities encourage student interaction and take place over a ninety minute period.  Students 
are given the time from their class schedule to attend the session.  Team and spot prizes are given 
after the session and snacks are provided. To facilitate all classes, a number of these sessions take 
place over the week. This activity appears to have been a very positive experience for participants 
who articulated how they enjoyed these activities and how it helped them to meet people. 
Participants also explained how they believed this type of environment made it easier for them 
and provided a reason and opportunity to talk to people. Some said it made them feel that they 
belonged and others that it helped the group to become close. 
P2P’s teambuilding.  It was just like-, you know, it was within two weeks, it was a stunning day, 
it was gorgeous.  We were in this amazing gym with grand people.  It was just good fun.  You 
know, everyone was-, I remember the peer-to-peer presenter made a really big effort to be really 
enthusiastic, you know and everyone joined in on that.  You felt like you were part of something, 
even though you were just there about ten days, you know.  
(Interviewee 13) 
 
As discussed, this study found that providing the opportunity and environment for participants to 
meet and talk to others was very important to them as is evident in the following participant’s 
comment:  
Well like, you come in and you don’t know anyone on your course. You are coming in to a class 
with 70 people and you are not knowing anybody. And the P2P are holding team bonding days 
and stuff and you get to know everybody and before you know it you are like the best of buds. 
And it just helps like form a community within your course if you know what I mean. Like, you’re 
going in going ‘I’m really shy and I don’t want to talk to anybody because I don’t know anybody’. 
And then you go and do the team bonding day which we did and it was the best crack ever and it 





The team building sessions and other events and activities associated with P2P which, occurred 
outside the classroom environment, appeared to have provided opportunities and spaces for 
participants to make initial contact and meet people. While some P2P events did have an academic 
focus, the majority of events, like the team building sessions, were focused on promoting 
opportunities for social interactions between peers. Participants articulated that they believed that 
P2P helped them make friends more quickly and become friends with people in their P2P group. 
It also enabled them to do this while interacting with others in an informal and enjoyable 
environment. The following remark from a participant about their view of participating in the 
team-building session conveys how it helped them to meet people. 
 
I don’t think my class would be as close because there’d be people in my class I probably still 
wouldn’t talk to.  That I probably wouldn’t know half of them because I wouldn’t go out of my 
way, but the fact I was paired up with people I had no decision because they say the girls would 
have stuck to the girls and the boys would have all cliqued together.  So I don’t think everyone 
would have mingled. 
(Interviewee 10) 
 
4.5.3 Theme 3: Importance of Peers 
The varied and significant role that peers have played for participants both during transition and 
throughout the first year have been captured in this theme. Peers in this theme is understood to 
mean friends, peer mentors and other students. Participants reported different types of 
relationships with their mentors and some reported how their relationship changed over time.    
The sub-theme Relationship and Interactions with Academic Staff captures participants’ thoughts 
on approaching staff (primarily academic staff) for support or help. There were mixed views on 
this as some stated they would approach staff and have done, and others stated that they have not 
and would not.  This sub-theme highlights the significant role that peers have and the perhaps 
supplementary supporting role that other staff play.  Again this sub-theme illustrates the sense of 
community and shared experiences that exist between peers.   
The majority of participants articulated that they were more comfortable approaching peers for 
help and support than approaching others in the Institute.  While participants acknowledged that 
lecturers and other staff were approachable and friendly towards them, many felt that they still 
could not approach them for help and would feel more comfortable approaching peers.  They have 
explained that there is a familiarity and a link formed with their peers and a sense that peers can 
understand better.  They attributed this to the fact that they are going through the same experience 
as them or in the case of peers from older years, have recently experienced similar situations.   
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If a lecturer was to sit down I’d say it [Mentor led activity] wouldn’t have worked as well because 
the fact we actually have-, it’s a student as well talking to us.  They know exactly what we’ve gone 
through, like.  They’ve gone through it a year or two years before us.  So they know exactly what 
to say, like.  They know exactly how you’re feeling.  They understand everything.  
(Interviewee 10) 
Participants, regardless of age, described their peers using terminology like “approachable”, “on 
the same level” and being “more comfortable” with or around them as the following comments 
illustrate: 
I don’t think so, no.  I think it’s just the peer-to-peer.  It’s just-, we’re-, it’s a more relaxed level 
and they will tell you how it is, like.  Whereas, like a staff member might just tell you the proper- 
the proper way of doing it. 
(Interviewee 11) 
 
I think it was more beneficial that the peers led it because they were on the same level as us. Like, 
you perform one way with say lecturers. Not calling ye lecturers but, lecturers being there you will 
act one way. With peers you are kind of on the same level as them and you can have a bit more 
banter with them.  
(Interviewee 1) 
 
No, definitely not.  You wouldn’t be as comfortable because it’s your teacher you’re sitting with.  
You’d feel like you wouldn’t be able to express yourself as much as you would with another 
student because obviously, lecturers do understand, but not to the extent you’d want them to and 
you’d much rather sit with someone who was younger, who’s been to your course, who’s still in 
college.  It’s just a lot more comfortable rather than sitting with, like, your teacher.  
(Interviewee 6) 
 
I don’t know, with me I find like, it’s kind of harder to talk to Joe Somebody, who’s like within 
WIT, working in WIT, because you have to make the point, but I feel like if it’s a student then 
they’re-, like, it’s just easier to get along with them because they’re like kind of, in your clique 
kind of thing, I don’t know.  
(Interviewee 9) 
 
Yes.  Yes.  Yes, they’re easy to talk to because you know they’ve been students in the college, 
like.  It’s not like going to say, a course leader or anything.  Do you know that kind of way?  It’s 
kind of easier to approach someone that they’re more kind of on a student level basis.  
(Interviewee 12) 
 
The sample of journal notes taken at the very initial stages of analysis supports the comments 




Figure 4.7 Excerpt of Journal Notes on Role of Peers 
 
One participant expressed that they believed there to be a difference or separation between peers 
and other members of the Institute community as is evident in their comment: 
I think it’s just the sense of, you’re more comfortable around people your own age and like, at our 
age there’s still that kind of separation between like, a student and a lecturer or like, a staff member.  
Like, you’re-, you’re more-, a lecturer was that person previously, but they’re still that like-, you’re 
still like in charge of what I do.  That kind of-, like there’s that intimidation of like a student.  Like, 
you’d be more likely to get settling in with someone who’s similar to your own age.  
(Interviewee 15) 
 
Evidence from this theme suggests that participants viewed their peers and peer mentors as a 
source of help and advice above other sources. This has mostly been attributed by participants to 
a sense of share identity and feeling more comfortable with their peers. This finding has 




4.5.4 Theme 4: Adjustment and Transition 
Participants in Stage 1 experienced a period of adjustment to their new environment. This theme 
focused specifically the first days and weeks at college and issues and challenges that were 
encountered. This findings from Stage 1 were broadly in line with the models of transition that 
were discussed in chapter 2 where it has been seen that for most students, transition represents a 
period of disequilibrium (Jackson 2012, p.241). Starting in higher education requires negotiating 
a new environment. A listing of the codes grouped under this theme are available in Appendix 
14. 
This theme encompassed two sub-themes. The first groups participants’ references to their 
adjustment into a new course and learning environment and includes references to their workload, 
modules exams etc. and their experiences adjusting to the academic aspects of college life. While 
some found it difficult, others expressed that they had no difficulties with it. Initial feelings, 
expectations and fears or doubts that participants detailed are grouped in the second sub-theme 
Adjustment – Initial Feelings.  Participants also spoke about their initial navigation of an 
unfamiliar environment and buildings and also adapting to timetables and finding their way 
around.   
Similar to Stage 1, participants spoke of some difficulties regarding their academic adjustment, 
but most placed more emphasis on the social aspect of meeting people.  The previous themes have 
focused on the social elements highlighted by the participants. When asked about expectations, 
participants’ responses were mixed in terms of whether they were about academic or social 
matters. The following remarks give an indication of the type of responses received. 
I had a good grasp of the course because I had done plc but I didn’t realise how big the college 
was until I got here.  You know it was really big. Compared to the further education college it was 
massive. I saw it in open days and all but an open day is nothing compared to what you do see 
when you actually come here like.  It’s so different.  
(Interviewee 1) 
 
Uhm, that you weren’t going to have any, uhm, contact with your lecturers, only going to lectures.  
I thought it was going to be a massive lecture hall, but my groups are really very small.  I thought 
about maybe engaging with my uhm, classmates that much, but in my course I-, there were small 
groups doing exercise.  So we engaged really, really quickly.  So uhm, yes.  
(Interviewee 14) 
 
I expected it to be a lot harder.  I know I’m only a first year, but you know, I expected like-, like 
referencing, people like-, when I was talking to my friends, they were kind of saying that 
referencing was just so hard and so like-, whereas, it’s hard, but it’s not as hard as I kind of made 
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it up in my own head you know that kind of way?  Yes and I did pretty well in my last semester 
as well.  
(Interviewee 7) 
 
No not really.  I didn’t really know what to expect when I was coming in and then when I-, when 
I got in, I was kind of like, “Oh god this was not what I expected.” but at the same time, I didn’t 
know what I was expecting, but not I-, I did-, it took a few weeks to get into it, but no, I uhm-.  
(Interviewee 8) 
 
I thought they were going to be a lot better than school because there’s a lot more freedom, but 
then again, there’s a lot more responsibility, which I kind of like because you’re not like, spoon-
fed all the time.  
(Interviewee 9) 
 
Studies have highlighted that there is an academic integration (Tinto 1993; Kift and Nelson 2005) 
which requires support and scaffolding (Kift et al. 2010). The experiences of participants in this 
study support this argument. The participants in the study had varied prior educational 
experiences.  Among those that participated in the interviews, seven had entered college straight 
from leaving certificate (second level education) while another six had completed a further 
education (post leaving cert) course prior to entry. There were a number of adult learners who had 
worked prior to starting in college and there were three students that had been in higher education 
in the previous two years and had not completed their course. Two of them had attended this 
institution, and the other has attended another higher education institution. 
While participants reported a mixed level of difficulty in adjusting academically, most expressed 
some initial challenges adjusting to a new learning environment as is evident from the remarks 
below: 
Uhm, the, the workload gradually builded, which is something that kind of helped I guess because 
we were able to focus more at the beginning, on making friends and stuff like that because that’s 
what people are more worried about at the beginning.  Even if they’re not realising it like, but 
everyone’s like, oh making friends is kind of the priority at the beginning. 
(Interviewee 14) 
 
Uhm, it was hard going, like because it was all new and new things like into it and some of it was 
science based.  I didn’t do science in secondary school so, it is like-, especially this semester.  This 





Uhm, yes it was different, like.  Kind of-, I kind of felt like December, I was only getting into my 
modules and then having to come back after Christmas and start learning another six.  
(Interviewee 8) 
 
Emm yeah. I have, I have enjoyed it. Of course again there’s, it’s for me I think it was just very 
daunting about the amount of emm. I’m not afraid of work, I’m saying it’s a different kind of work 
to emm your working out in the public. Do you know what I mean?  
(Interviewee 2) 
 
Transition for participants encompassed both social and academic challenges but also practical, 
financial and personal issues. Some expressed how finding their way and navigating around new 
buildings was difficult:  
Even reading the classes like. TLG ground floor, TL1 is the first floor and TL2 is the second floor.  
Coming in that was so hard to adjust to.  
(Interviewee 1) 
 
First day, uhm, maybe just finding the classrooms is very difficult.  Just knowing where they all 
are.  It’s like everything, you need time to figure it all out and once you have you have it.  
(Interviewee 4) 
 
Two participants outlined that moving away from home was difficult: 
 
Ah, I found the moving away from home hard.  Uhm, the-, yes the moving away from home was-
, was one of the hardest things.  Cooking my own meals was hard as well, but uhm, it took a while 
to get into the routine of having breaks in between, you know what, I thought it was-.  
(Interviewee 8) 
 
Uhm, yes I thought I was able to like, move away and be fine, but at the start I was very kind of, 
homesick.  I didn’t know anybody, but I-, I got to know loads of people from just living in the 
student accommodation.  They were all first years so, I felt very comfortable with them and uhm, 
then I-, I ah, joined the weightlifting club and I thought that was very helpful just to know people 
around here because I didn’t really know anybody at the start and I wasn’t really prepared that 
much, really.  To be honest.   
(Interviewee 14) 
 
The models of student transition discussed in chapter 2 illustrated that there are stages or phases 
associated with transition; the ending of a previous stage, the surprise at the differences between 
the old and new stage and a period of adjustment (Risquez et al. 2008; Menzies and Baron 2014; 
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Cheng et al. 2015). Studies have shown that students’ expectations of higher education may be 
inaccurate and could lead to a more difficult transition (Yorke 2000; Longden 2006; Briggs et al. 
2012). They advocate for interventions to bridge the gap between expectations and reality. There 
was evidence of similar findings in this study as many participants in this study expressed 
expectations regarding academic aspects including course work, class size, examinations and 
lecturing staff: 
Uhm, that you weren’t going to have any, uhm, contact with your lecturers, only going to lectures.  
I thought it was going to be a massive lecture hall, but my groups are really very small.  I thought 
about maybe engaging with my uhm, classmates that much, but in my course I-, there were small 
groups doing exercise.  So we engaged really, really quickly.  So uhm, yes.  
(Interviewee 14) 
 
Uhm, I was expecting it to kind of be different to school and it was different to school, but then 
like, secondary school and I was expecting it to be easier and harder than it was.  You know, there 
were parts of it that were very easy and there were parts that were much harder than you thought 
it was going to be.  Like writing, other referencing and essay writing were harder, but then like, 




Uhm, I don’t really-, I can’t really remember now, but I’d say probably I thought like, it would be 
kind of easy and all.  Thinking I’d do all the practical work, but in reality it’s not. 
(Interviewee 3) 
 
I-, I expected it to be a lot harder.  I know I’m only a first year, but you know, I expected like-, 
like referencing, people like-, when I was talking to my friends, they were kind of saying that 
referencing was just so hard and so like-, whereas, it’s hard, but it’s not as hard as I kind of made 
it up in my own head.  You know that kind of way?  Yes and I did pretty well in my last semester 
as well.  
(Interviewee 7) 
 
Uhm, I think how friendly the lecturers were.  Like, sometimes in college you’re made to be out-
, like, they don’t-, like, they’re just there to teach you and that’s their job.  They really connected 
with people I think.  That they made it a lot easier.  
(Interviewee 9) 
 
Uhm, well I knew it was going to be a huge jump from secondary school and that like, you will-, 
I thought-, well, with my sister in [HEI name] such a big college that you didn’t have much, ah, 
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interaction with your lecturers, but here because like, your tutorials and your lectures are quite 
small, you do interact with them, your lecturers quite well and that helped.  
(Interviewee 8) 
 
Similar to Stage 1, there was some evidence to suggest that those that had attended a post leaving 
cert course felt it benefited them in their academic adjustment as the following remarks convey:  
Then I did the PLC course then last year and then I was-, that gave me like the insight of, kind of 
college work and all that  
(Interviewee 3) 
 
Yes, it really shows you like, how different it is from secondary school.  Like, they don’t stand 
over you and watch you and make sure you do things.  Like, really-, like, if you don’t do that it’s 
your own problem, it’s not theirs.  They’re just there to teach you. 
(Interviewee 9) 
 
Because of my plc though. If I hadn’t done my plc, I wouldn’t have been prepared for the course. 
(Interviewee 1) 
 
However, Interviewee 1 later remarked that they still worried about their academic ability: 
That I wasn’t going to be good enough for the course. To be perfectly honest with you I was like, 
I had no background in this.  Even with the plc it’s going to give me some step but is it going to 
be enough of a step? 
(Interviewee 1) 
 
The same participant outlined that it was the social aspect of their transition that was more 
significant for them. Having completed a PLC prior to entry helped with academic aspects which 
the felt helped them to focus more on other aspect of their transition: 
The similarity of the course level this year in the first semester was really similar to my plc. So it 
gave me time to adjust to my surroundings that kind of way. Emm maybe, making a couple of 
friends and getting on with people. I try but maybe I might over try sometimes do you know, kind 
of way. That was a bigger adjustment but because I had the plc done I felt academically there was 
a little bit of pressure taken off my shoulders fir the first semester. And gave me a chance to you 
know like, try and make friends and get on and learn where I was going and remember my 





It was evident that psychosocial factors and forming social connections were a more significant 
aspect of transition for participants. These were discussed under earlier themes along with the 
benefits that participants experienced from forming connections and membership of social 
networks.  These factors also impacted on participants’ transition. 
 
4.5.5  Theme 5: Contextual Information 
The final theme provided additional comments and background information about the 
participants. It groups codes that detail information like family background and how participants 
prepared for college. It also groups together any advice they sought or received about coming to 
college. The code ‘Self-Description’ incorporates instances where participants provided an 
insight into how they perceive their personality.  For example, some participants stated that they 
were shy, quiet, outgoing, or friendly. Some explained whether they found it easy or difficult to 
meet new people or be in new situations.  It was intended that the information, although not 
directly related to the research questions, may provide additional insight when discussing the 




This chapter provided an overview of the thematic analysis for both stages of the study and the 
developed themes. In the discussion of the findings, it became evident that forming social 
connections, meeting people, developing a sense of belonging and fitting in was hugely significant 
for participants during transition and that for most, fears or worries about higher education were 
predominantly about social and psychological aspects.  
The findings from this study provide an authentic insight into the experiences of first year students 
from a variety of ages and prior educational experiences. The study aims to honour the 
participants’ voice and to illustrate the reality of their views of participating in a peer mentoring 
programme.  Broad similarities existed between the two stages predominantly in the importance 
of forming social connections for participants. Developing social connections with peers proved 
to be an important source of support for all of the participants regardless. Participants were 
more anxious about social aspects of starting in higher education than academic aspects and 
evidence suggests that participants wanted and needed to develop friendships and did not want to 
be isolated or alone. This study found this to be common across both stages of the study but also 
occurred regardless of age or previous educational background - even among those that had 
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previously studied in higher education. Participating in peer mentoring made it easier for 
participants to meet people and offers the opportunity to develop social networks. Participants 
from both stages of the study articulated this and also detailed their sense of shared identity with 
their peers.  
While this informal support appeared to be integral to students settling into their environment, 
membership of social networks gave participants to leverage support from their connections 
throughout their first year and not just during the first few weeks of term. Positive early social 
experiences are beneficial to new students particularly in terms of their mental well-bring (Hughes 
& Smail 2015). It was evident that connections mattered to participants, but not just any 
connections. The role of peer connections and interactions during integration was very important 
to participants as they felt that they could engage better and more comfortably with their peers. 
Again this was the case in both stages. Feeling belonging was also linked with making social 
connections. Participants also identified benefits from forming connections and their membership 
of social networks.  
The next chapter will discuss the findings in more depth focusing on these aspects and will draw 





5. Chapter 5 Discussion 
 
5.1 Introduction 
As outlined in previous chapters, this research study was conducted in two stages. Stage 1 (focus 
groups) provided an initial broad insight into participants’ experiences transitioning into higher 
education and participating in a peer mentoring programme. Similar to previous studies (Andrews 
and Clark 2011; Clark et al. 2013), it was found that participants were often more apprehensive 
about the social integration aspects and meeting people than other aspects of their transition. It 
was also evident that participants viewed their friends, mentors and peers as a source of support 
when they faced challenges. The critical importance of forming social connections and being part 
of social networks to participants was very apparent.  
Four main themes were formed during Stage 1 of the study. During Stage 2, these themes were 
explored in more depth with individual participants through interviews to provide a deeper 
understanding of the experiences of first year students participating in a peer mentoring 
programme. It also explored how the development of social connections through participating in 
this programme supported their transition. Following this stage four main themes were developed. 
Throughout this study the importance of psychosocial factors to participants was evident along 
with a strong desire to belong in their new environment. Participants expressed a desire to form 
social connections to fit in and belong.  
In order to answer the research questions this chapter is divided into three sections. Section 5.2 
focuses on the first research question and discusses the experiences of students that participated 
in a peer mentoring programme during their first year. Section 5.3 addresses the second research 
question by examining the impact of participating in a peer mentoring programme on transition 
through the development of social connections. This section discusses the findings under each of 
the concepts identified in the conceptual framework (section 2.8). Section 5.4 re-visits the models 
of student retention to discuss how they are relevant to the findings of this study and discusses 
the implications of this research for higher education institutions, practitioners and policymakers. 
The research questions are: 
 What are students’ experiences of a peer mentoring programme during their first year in 
higher education? 




5.2 Experiences of Participants 
The peer mentoring scheme examined in this study, P2P, is a formal peer mentoring programme 
targeted at incoming first year students during transition to college. It is outlined in detail in 
section 3.1.4 in chapter 3. 
Participants in general spoke very positively about their experience of participating in P2P and 
indicated that P2P was utilised and perceived in a helpful way.  They acknowledged that starting 
in higher education was a new environment for them and that an adjustment or transition to their 
new environment was necessary as is evident from the following comments: 
I don’t know really.  It’s just kind of-, it just kind of happens when you’re here really. Just kind of 
get-, you come in first and you don’t know what’s happening and then you just kind of-, I don’t 
know, you kind of fit in eventually.  Maybe you just get used to it.  I don’t know, it’s hard to 
explain, like.  I’m not sure when it happened, but you kind of-.  
(Interviewee 14) 
 
It depends on the type of person you are, some will find it easy and some will struggle through it. 
(Focus Group 5, Participant 1) 
 
In the literature, this adjustment is generally referred to as integration. Tinto’s model (1993) 
presented in chapter 2, illustrated the existence and need for both social and academic integration. 
In terms of academic integration, evidence from this study reported in the previous chapter, 
indicated that participants were aware of differences between their previous and new learning 
environment and outlined how they adjusted into their new environment. While many participants 
expressed that they were not prepared for college life, in terms of the change between their 
previous education experiences and their experiences in higher education, most found that they 
adjusted to their course. While participants in this study articulated that they experienced both 
social and academic integration, the majority appeared to place more emphasis and importance 
on their social integration.  
Although the purpose of the P2P programme was to focus on social support and forming social 
connections, there is evidence from this study to show that mentees sought support relating to 
academic integration and academic matters from their mentors. This aligns with the literature 
where it has been found that discussions related to academic aspects of courses often occurs in 
mentoring relationships (Phillips, cited in Collings et al. 2016). Social integration was a more 
significant priority for participants and the findings of this study suggest that it is necessary for 
HEIs to elevate the importance of social integration to develop ways to support students during 
transition. The following section discusses social integration in more detail. 
150 
 
5.2.1 Social Integration 
McMillan (2013) stated that transitions involve a re-structuring of who an individual perceives 
themselves to be as well as acquiring new knowledge. Transition can mean an individual 
experiences positive feelings of happiness, excitement and anticipation but can also mean feelings 
of vulnerability, isolation and insecurity (Christie et al. 2008). Making friends and meeting people 
is a significant component of social integration and transition and evidence from this study 
suggests that this was also the case for participants. As stated, this study found that when students 
expressed fears, concerns or anxieties, they were predominantly associated with aspects of social 
integration, particularly during the initial weeks. Similar to Andrews and Clark (2011), this study 
found that regardless of age and level of prior education, starting at college can be a difficult step 
as all participants experienced some worry or anxiety over meeting people or fitting in.  
Meeting people, or more correctly a fear of not meeting people or making friends, was evident 
and was more predominant than doubts about the academic programme they are pursuing or belief 
in their academic ability.  This does not mean that participants were not presented with academic 
challenges during transition, but that for most, the predominant emphasis was placed on the social 
aspects of starting in higher education. As was illustrated in the previous chapter, for some 
participants their initial worry and anxiousness was quite significant and overshadowed 
concentrations on other aspects of their adjustment. The predominant focus in the literature, 
particularly within the Irish context, has been on the academic sphere or supporting integration 
within the academic structure (Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). However, the findings from the current 
study highlight that there is a need to elevate the position and importance of social aspects of 
integration and the role of the social domain. The importance to students of forming friendships 
and receiving social support has been well documented (Eivers et al. 2002; Pittman and Richmond 
2008; Mattanah et al. 2010; Clark et al. 2013; Menzies and Baron 2014). Andrews and Clark 
(2011) found that a significant majority of students are worried about making friends and fitting 
in socially. The findings of this study strongly concur, as a strong need and desire to meet people 
was evident throughout with many participants expressing fears or concerns over social aspects 
of starting college rather than academic aspects. 
Wilcox et al. (2005, p. 713) reported that finding “a safe place to negotiate their new identities as 
university students”, and “having friendly faces around and making initial contacts which may or 
may not develop into friendship” has been identified as contributing to successful social 
integration (Wilcox et al. 2005, p. 713). Again, the findings from this study support this view as 
many participants articulated that the need to meet people and make friends was significant for 
them and a vital part of successful integration. They also suggest the significance of providing 
opportunities for students to make social connections, particularly during the first number of 
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weeks. Many participants acknowledged that they were in a new environment and that it was a 
time of change or adjustment where they often needed support or to ask for help.  
 
5.2.1.1 Role of P2P 
Participants spoke of both their experience of participating in P2P and its role in terms of 
providing opportunities for them to make initial connections and to form relationships with peers. 
There was clear evidence to suggest that their participation played a role in forming and 
maintaining connections both inside their class-group and with students from other years as the 
following comment conveys.   
You get to meet different people not just your own class.  It’s great to meet people and see them 
outside your class.  You get to see people outside class time, meet up with them afterwards. It’s 
good you get to mix.  
(Focus Group 4, Student 4) 
 
Understanding how to support persistence requires exploring the student perspective to better 
understand their needs and their experiences. It necessitates adopting a student-centred view. 
Similar to other studies, the importance of forming social connections and meeting people for 
participants has been a predominant finding and appears to be a very significant aspect of 
transition for students. Providing the potential and opportunities to form connections helps to 
meet this need. Evidence from this study suggest that participating in a structured peer mentoring 
program made it easier for participants to meet people and supported them to take those first steps. 
Transition is a time of creating a new identity and the significant role of peers during this time 
also emerged strongly from this study. It was clear that that being part of a group with shared 
identity and experiences was important to the participants.  
 
5.2.2 Dimensions of the Mentoring Relationship 
It has been found that mentors can adopt different roles for mentees and it is important that these 
roles are not tightly defined but rather open to change and meeting the needs of mentees (Adefila 
2016). Many examples were provided in the previous chapter to illustrate the various roles that 
mentors provided for mentees in this study. One participant explained that the value of 
participating for them was derived from being assigned to small mentor groups as they did not 
like being in large groups. Another participant felt comfortable in small groups which helped 
them to ask questions as can be seen in this remark: 
152 
 
You’re in a small group so you feel more comfortable [peer mentoring group] , if you wanted to 
say something or if you had a question, or anything,  but like, say like if everybody was in a lecture 
hall you’d be less inclined to speak out a bit. So I think the small groups are better … if you were 
to meet more often and maybe they could speak more about… go somewhere and ask a question”. 
(Focus Group 3, Student 3) 
 
This aligns with others studies that found that by being in smaller peer groups, students developed 
more meaningful connections with each other, which allowed them to open up and to share their 
experiences (Mattanah et al. 2010). It has also been suggested that turning to a peer may be a 
better strategy than using formal college services which new students may not yet be aware of 
(McKavanagh et al., cited in Collings et al. 2016). This was also found to be the case in this study. 
Clear evidence in this study suggests that it was easier for participants to approach their peers as 
a first point of contact. Peer mentors were one such avenue of support. In general, students viewed 
their mentor as someone who could “point them in the right direction” (Interviewee 8) or someone 
they can ask for help and information.  
However, participants spoke differently about their experiences of being assigned a mentor and 
distinguished this relationship from other aspects of participating in P2P. Participants mostly 
found their mentor approachable and friendly. For most it was a positive experience, but for a 
small minority the relationship did not flourish or develop. While the specific topic of 
expectations of mentors was not explored, negative comments were predominantly about 
individual relationships with a mentor and a dissatisfaction with the level of contact with the 
mentor. Some participants attributed this to insufficient effort by the mentor to make contact or 
communicate with them.  A small minority did not establish any connection or relationship with 
their mentor as the comment below illustrates: 
 
I don’t even know her name …………………. Yea, I’ve no idea what she looks like 
(Focus Group 1 Student 1) 
 
One participant explained that they did not have any further contact with their mentor apart from 
the initial meetings in the first two weeks. The participant did not elaborate during the focus group 
as to whether the lack of further engagement or meetings was due to the mentor or the participant. 
Some other participants cited interpersonal reasons behind a failure to develop a relationship with 
the assigned mentor. One participant outlined that while they did not have a strong relationship 
with their own mentor, they did with another mentor (Interviewee 2). Another participant said 
they found their mentor “a bit distant” and would not approach him but would approach or go to 
other mentors (Interviewee 5). However, participants appeared to separate their negative 
153 
 
experiences with their mentor from the P2P programme and its activities and felt that they 
benefitted from participating in the programme as the following remark from the second of these 
participants illustrates: 
It was a lot more enjoyable to come in the first few days in this course because of the activities 
with the peer to peer thing. Just to make us kind of – we were interacting with each other in a fun 
kind of way instead of just. Like in [previous course] it was lot more boring and formal so that 
helped a lot just to have a laugh while you get to talk to people. 
(Interviewee 5) 
 
This participant refers to their experience starting another course in the previous year that they 
had not completed. For the participants there was a distinction between an unsatisfactory 
individual experience with their mentor and their overall experience of participating in the P2P 
programme.  A similar argument is supported by Leidenfrost et al. (2014) who found that mentees 
appeared to acquire benefit from participating in a mentoring programme independent of the style 
of mentoring they experienced. However, as stated earlier, the majority of students spoke 
positively about both. One student expressed that for them, their mentor became a friend:   
…. he’s always texting us when things are going on in the college, what we should do and if we’ve 




5.2.2.1 Modelling Success 
Participants mostly reported positive benefits which they attributed to participating in P2P. Some 
mentioned gaining confidence, encouragement and motivation. Budge (2006) found that mentors 
may increase students’ self-esteem and their academic self-efficacy and that there were benefits 
for mentees in both psychosocial and academic domain. While none of these were measured in 
this study, increased self-esteem and confidence may explain some of the benefits of participating 
in P2P that were identified by the participants. 
The following remark conveys how one participant gained the confidence to realise that they 
could approach a mentor and the understanding that they were not on their own which had been 
a worry for them: 
You don’t have to go off and do it yourself because that’s-, because that’s what I worry about like, 
would I have to do all this on my own because even if I don’t understand it, I probably have to go 
and do this on my own, but like because of peer-to-peer, they gave me the foundation to actually-
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As discussed in chapter 4 (section 4.5.2.1), participants also articulated that forming connections 
provided motivation for them to attend college and to persevere when facing challenges. Boyle et 
al. (2010) explained that it is the contact that mentoring offers that provides the encouragement 
and motivation for mentees and therefore the ability to deal more effectively with the demands of 
college life. This contact appears to meet participants’ need to meet people and to fit-in and was 
evident in both stages of the research. 
Mattanah et al. (2010, p.105) argued that the use of peer mentors made the experience much more 
meaningful to the students because it provided them with models of successful college 
“transitioners” who shared their experiences and approach with new students. They were viewed 
as “fellow journeyers” rather than “experts” or “professionals.” This resonates with the views 
presented by participants in this study as is evident in the following excerpt: 
You know, I think the P2P really did help and they kind of-, just that you could see that there was 
the friendship between them and you wanted that.  You know, you wanted to be part of that cool 
crew or the squad, whatever they were and you wanted that you knew that you’d be that in a few 
weeks or a few months or however long it took.  So you kind of-, they’re kind of goals I guess.  
You know, you wanted to be like them and then you realise within a few weeks you are them, you 
know.  You do have friends, you know. 
(Interviewee 13) 
 
One participant outlined how they found their mentor to be inspirational: 
It’s easy to talk to the girl.  It’s great and like, she’s my inspiration.  I hope to be like her.  
(Interviewee 11) 
 
The concept of “fellow journeyers” reported by Mattanah et al. (2010) was clearly evident in both 
stages of this research study as was the affiliation between peers and their sense of shared identity 
and experiences. This will now be explored in more detail. 
 
5.2.2.2 Shared Experiences and Common Identity 
As discussed earlier, from the participants’ perspective, mentors are students that have gone 
through similar experiences and therefore know and understand how mentees are feeling in a way 
that others, they believe, cannot. Participants appeared to identify with their mentor and reported 
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shared experiences and understandings with them that separate them from other groups in the 
Institute community. The following quotations illustrate a sample of the perspectives expressed 
on this: 
I think it’s easier as a student because you then know they’ve gone through-, you know, the staff 
may have gone through the same thing, but at the same time, the mentors are students and they are 
going through the same thing you are.  Staff-, staff would be good, but the mentor I thought was 
helpful a lot. 
(Interviewee 8) 
The lecturers would have helped to an extent and then obviously, having friends down here 
because of the P2P programme that would have drove me the most because you’re able to talk to 
people to help you because you feel more comfortable going to someone like a friend rather than 
a lecturer looking for help.  Even if they wouldn’t know-, their knowledge wouldn’t be as good, 
it’s a lot easier to go to someone who’s older than you in your course or just someone that’s in 
your class, for help.  So that definitely helps.  
(Interviewee 10) 
 
These comments also suggest that mentors appeared to fulfil a role for participants in terms of 
providing information and making it easier to ask for help. Christie (2014) expressed concern 
about the potential for mentees to become over-dependent on mentors and found that some 
mentees had high expectations of their mentors which they could not deliver on.  There was no 
evidence from this study to support this argument as participants, for the most part, valued the 
contribution of their assigned mentor. Some participants relied less on mentors as they became 
more familiar with their new environment and established their new identity. Some participants 
felt they needed their mentor more during their first few weeks. One participant explained this 
transformation as: 
The peer-to-peer actually, kind of made it a bit easier because there’s a bit of a constant new face. 
Someone that we can just kind of rely on and ask questions to and our-, our-, our group first like, 
as a group, generally after the first month we didn’t really need the peer-to-peer thing, just because 
we all got to grips with everything very quickly.  I know there were other groups that, ah, they 
used it throughout like the last month where they were like finally feeling comfortable and not 
asking their peer stuff.  So the peer made it easier to settle in for the first few weeks. 
(Interviewee 15) 
 
The following excerpt from a discussion with a participant illustrates how important it was for 
this participant that their mentor had a shared identity and how the mentor played the role of an 
intermediary or ‘middle man’:  
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Well, when I first came in, I saw these lecturers as these people who are brainboxes and literally 
like, you are beneath them type of thing.  Now I don’t obviously because like, I’ve gotten to know 
them, but it’s kind of like the mentors are the middle man between the lecturers and the first years 
or the newcomers and they kind of like, ease the transition and the whole bridging, bringing the 
two-, the whole talking sense between the two lec-, between the lecturers and the first years.  So 
they’re getting to realise, “Oh wait, you aren’t big scary monsters that we should fear.  You are 
here to help us.” type of thing because they’ve been there, they’ve done it.  So I think it is better 
to have a person who has been there done that to help you, gui-, guide you through it type of thing 
because if you didn’t, I think it just-, it wouldn’t-, it would take far longer or probably just wouldn’t 
work at all.  So I-, that’s-, I just, I think it makes more sense to have someone from that same 
background to help you transition.   
 (Interviewee 6) 
 
The following section draws on social identity and group membership theory to explore how 
providing opportunities to form social connections supports persistence. 
 
5.2.3 Social Identity Theory  
The majority of participants strongly articulated that they felt more comfortable approaching their 
peers than others for help or support.  This was in their opinion, because fellow students are closer 
to their own experiences than others in the Institute community, as they have recently been 
through similar experiences and could help or provide information and guidance. Literature 
provides evidence of similar findings. For example, Mattanah et al. (2010) conducted a study to 
examine if peer-led social support groups facilitated the transition into university. They found that 
the intervention reduced the sense of loneliness and raised students’ perceptions of social support 
by the end of their first year of college. This study supports the argument for developing peer-led 
activities as the participants in this study felt their positive experience was in part due to the fact 
that it was their peers that led the activities as is suggested by the following participants’ 
comments: 
If a lecturer was to sit down I’d say it wouldn’t have worked as well because the fact we actually 
have-, it’s a student as well talking to us.  They know exactly what we’ve gone through, like.  
They’ve gone through it a year or two years before us.  So they know exactly what to say, like.  
They know exactly how you’re feeling.  They understand everything. 
(Interviewee 10) 
 
It’s just-, we’re-, it’s a more relaxed level and they will tell you how it is, like.  It’s just easier to 





Similar remarks were presented in the previous chapter. These remarks illustrate the strong 
affiliation and sense of shared or common identity between peers that were expressed by 
participants. These comments and those illustrated in the previous chapter represent the profile of 
participants and suggest that regardless of age or previous educational background, participants 
felt a sense of shared identity with their peers. It is also clear that participants had a desire for 
group membership. Social identity theory encompasses intergroup relations and group processes. 
Literature shows that group membership provides individuals with social identity (Hogg and 
Vaughan 2011) and is now examined to help explain the affiliation with peers and wish to be 
members of a group that was exhibited by participants. 
 
5.2.3.1 Social Identity and Group Membership 
Groups are defined as groups of people that have something in common with each other that 
distinguishes them from other social groups (Haralambos and Holborn 2004). They are people 
that think of themselves as belonging together and all groups will have at least one thing in 
common, the fact that they interact with one another (Myers 2009). Cohesiveness is the term that 
is used to describe the homogeneity and solidarity of a group, the mutual support that exists 
between members and the strength of the relationship that links the members to each other 
(Forsyth 1990; Henslin 2009; Hogg and Vaughan 2011). Groups also have characteristics that 
highlight differences between it and other groups. Understanding why individuals have a desire 
to join groups in important. Baumeister and Leary (1995) state that humans have a basic and 
overpowering need to belong which causes them to join groups. Membership of groups has been 
linked to self-esteem (Myers (2009) and can satisfy survival, psychological, interpersonal and 
informational needs (Forsyth 1990). 
Furthermore, group membership forms part of an individuals’ social identity (Myers 2002; Hogg 
and Vaughan 2011; Jhangiani and Tarry 2014; Myers and Twenge 2017). It has been found that 
social identity is an individual’s sense of who they are and can be a very important aspect of our 
self-concept (Hogg and Vaughan 2011). Social identity theory has been influenced by the work 
of Tajfel and Turner (1979) who suggested that there are two broad types of identity; a) social 
identity, which defines self in terms of group membership and b) personal identity which defines 
self in terms of personal traits and personal relationships. It is the former that has relevance for 
this study as participants appeared to define their social identity through peer group membership.  
This theory is relevant to the findings of this study because it demonstrates that there are many 
reasons why individuals choose or want to be members of a group and the bond that exists 
between members of the group.  It also conveys the sense of solidarity that can exist within a 
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group that distinguishes the group from other groups, helping to understand the sense of affiliation 
and group identity that was evident from participants in this study. It also offers an explanation 
for why peers play such a significant role. These bonds were evident among participants who 
often referred to their membership of a group that had shared values, experiences and 
commonality that distinguished them in their opinion from other groups in the college community. 
Social identity theory outlines that intergroup differentiation exists (Hogg and Vaughan 2011). 
Participants in this study often made a distinction between themselves as a student group and 
others and many examples of this were provided in the previous chapter, particularly in section 
4.6.3.  Phrases like “all in the same boat” and “on the same level” were frequently used by 
participants when speaking about their peers. This is potentially explained by the work of Tajfel 
and Turner (1985) on social identity theory. They proposed that individuals categorise (put 
themselves into categories), identify (identify with certain groups) and compare (compare with 
other groups). They proposed ingroups and outgroups to explain why we associate ourselves with 
some groups and contrast ourselves to other groups. Ingroups are a social group to which an 
individual psychologically identifies as being a member and perceives ingroup members to be 
similar to ourselves and sharing a common identity (Hogg and Vaughan 2011; Jhangiani and 
Tarry 2014; Myers and Twenge 2017). Conversely, outgroups are groups with which an 
individual does not identify with and perceives to be different or distinct from their ingroup. Many 
examples were evident in this study where participants outlined that they felt more comfortable 
approaching their peers above other members of the institute community.  
O’Keeffe (2013) outlined that developing a relationship with an academic staff member may not 
be easy for many students and can sometimes even cause anxiety for students. However, evidence 
from this research study suggests that the distinction that was perceived to exist by participants 
between their peer group and other groups in the Institute community is more likely explained by 
ingroups and outgroups.  Individuals perceive their ingroups as “us” and outgroups as “them” 
(Myers and Twenge 2017). Participants often explained that they viewed their peers as being on 
the same level and therefore can really engage with them. This is potentially because participants 
view their peers as members of their ingroup and viewed academic staff and other institute staff 
as members of an outgroup. The remarks below further illustrate this:  
You can talk to other students easier than lecturers if you have questions.  
(Focus Group 4, Student 6) 
 
It can be a bit intimidating for some people to approach people and say we have a problem but if 
you approach your mentor and say, look you’re on the same level as us, that kind of way, I’ve a 





You feel more comfortable talking to them because you-, you feel a bit more-, you won’t feel as 
stupid, like as rather than sitting there with a lecturer and because your P2P [mentor] has done the 
course, they obviously know what’s right and what’s wrong and they know where you’re 
struggling because they might have struggled in the same areas.  So it’s a lot easier to talk to 
someone who’s in second or third year of your course rather than a lecturer. 
(Interviewee 10) 
 
The term entitativity is often used to portray what makes a group and the perception of the 
members of the group or others that they are a distinct and coherent entity (Lickel et al. 2000; 
Hogg and Vaughan 2011; Jhangiani and Tarry 2014). Groups have more entitativity when the 
group members have frequent interaction and communication with each other (Johnson and 
Johnson, 2012 in Jhangiani and Tarry 2014). It is argued that this concept is important in terms 
of explaining how individuals view their ingroups and their perceptions and actions towards 
outgroups and that entitativity between ingroup members can help achieve individual 
psychological needs. This may explain why participants behaved differently towards outgroups 
and how being part of a group of individuals with shared purpose and experiences met the strong 
need to belong to a group. 
The strength and value of shared experiences and common identity that mentors have with 
mentees were seen as important for supporting transition. The motivations for why people join 
groups are different from how they join groups. Examining social identity theory helps 
comprehend the ‘why’ and inform the understanding of how to support students to form 
connections and group membership and why it is important to do so. It also conveys the 
importance of student-led programmes like peer mentoring and the potential role that students 
can play in transition.  
 
 
5.3 Social Connections and Transition 
The discussion so far has presented participants’ experiences of participating in peer-mentoring 
programme and provided insight into the role this has played for them during their transition to a 
higher education institution. As previously acknowledged in the literature, the findings from this 
study support the view that forming social connections is important to supporting transition. It is 
argued that peer mentoring can help ease a potentially stressful transition to college by acting in 
two ways. Firstly, peer mentors can help with adapting to the new environment (integration) and 
secondly, peer mentors may provide a buffering effect against possible negative outcomes such 
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as isolation, fear and anxiety during the transition to higher education (Collings et al. 2014). Both 
of these were evident in the experiences and views that students articulated in this study.  
Participants spoke about various ways that mentors helped support their integration (academic 
and social). Participants also spoke of mentors and social networks as being a source of guidance, 
support, advice and help with social and academic matters when it was needed and therefore 
“buffering” against potential negative aspects. The separation or distinctiveness that exists 
between ingroups and outgroups helps explain the importance of peers and group membership 
that was reported by participants. The focus of this chapter will now progress to developing an 
understanding of why the advancement of peer relationships and providing opportunities to form 
connections and membership of social networks can support transition. 
 
5.3.1 Belonging 
Belonging is understood in higher education as students feeling valued, accepted and encouraged 
by both peers and staff.  The importance of building a sense of belonging  for student retention 
has been well established in the literature (Morrow and Ackerman 2010; Briggs et al. 2012; 
Strayhorn 2012; Thomas 2012; O’Keeffe 2013; Masika and Jones 2016; Tinto 2017) with 
Strayhorn (2012) stating that belonging is required to avoid marginalisation or alienation.  
Tinto (2017) outlined that individuals will develop a sense of belonging if they perceive 
themselves to be members of a community who value their membership. This means knowing 
they matter and belong. He continues that the result of developing a sense of belonging “is often 
expressed as a commitment that serves to bind the individual to the group or community even 
when challenges arise” (Tinto 2017, p.4). Krausse (2005) defined developing a sense of belonging 
as a critical part of a successful first year experience. Palmer et al. (2009) found that the likelihood 
of remaining in higher education was greater for students who developed a sense of belonging to 
the institution. 
Supportive peer relationships and peer mentoring promote a sense of belonging (Thomas 2012; 
Clark et al. 2013; Tinto 2017). It was noted in chapter 2 that among the core components of 
belonging identified by Strayhorn (2012) were that it is affected by social identity and intensifies 
in importance in certain contexts or at certain times.  He strongly linked belonging to students’ 
sense of support and the feeling of connectedness, feeling accepted and valued by both the campus 
community and their peer group.  Evidence from participants in this study supports this view.  
The desire to belong and form connections with others was evident where participants outlined 
and discussed what helped them to develop a sense of belonging. This desire appeared be more 
intensified for participants during the first weeks. The role of social connections and social 
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networks in creating belonging were evident from participants in this study as can be seen from 
the following remark: 
I don’t know really, it just makes you feel like you belong, I don’t really know.  It’s hard to say.  
[Paused] Friends make you feel better about yourself really, you can be happy I think.  Just having 
a laugh, like. Be happier I think. 
 (Interviewee 4) 
 
McClelland (1985) describes individuals’ need to feel belonging to or to have a sense of 
involvement with a social group as affiliation. His theory of needs comprised of three 
components; achievement, power and affiliation. He described affiliation as an urge or desire to 
establish social and interpersonal relationships with others and he argues that as social beings we 
have an innate need for affiliation and to form social relationships. As discussed earlier affiliation 
and group membership form part of social identity (Hogg and Vaughan 2011).  Baumeister and 
Leary (1995) agree and proposed that individuals have a basic need to belong which causes them 
to seek affiliation with others and become members of groups.  These theories have relevance to 
help explain why individuals seek social contact and interaction. There were frequent examples 
where participants expressed a strong need to feel “accepted”, and for affiliation as the following 
remarks illustrate: 




I think it was just, the fear in case I wasn’t accepted. 
(Focus Group 1, Student 4) 
 
Making new friends.  Was there people like me? Those thoughts?  
(Interviewee 7) 
 
Uhm, just the biggest one’s like not knowing anyone and not getting on with anyone because like, 
I knew the class was going to be so big.  Like, my class last year, there was only 23 of us compared 
to 60.  So I was kind of anxious about that.  
(Interviewee 9) 
 
Briggs et al. (2012) found transition to be a time of significant social displacement, which can be 
heightened for some cohorts as transition involves individuals creating a new identity for 
themselves as students. The findings from this study suggest that transition is a time when the 
need to belong is intensified because it is a period of identity formation. It has been discussed 
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how social identity is a component of an individual’s sense of who they are, their self-concept 
and a source of self-esteem (Hogg and Vaughan 2011; Myers and Twenge 2017). This study 
suggests that transitioning into higher education is a significant time for individuals, not just 
because it involves displacement, but because it can impact on social identity and sense of self. 
 
5.3.2 Transition and Forming New Identity 
Scanlon et al. (2007) explored transition from the perspective of loss found that students can 
experience feelings of loss of continuity as they leave behind familiar supports and surroundings 
during the initial transition into college and form new identities. A loss or reduction of personal 
identity can result in seeking self-esteem through group membership (Myers and Twenge 2017). 
Scanlon et al. (2007) highlighted that attachment to context is a significant aspect of identity 
formation as the context in which individuals operate is a source of stability and continuity. 
Starting in college is a new environment and a new context and feelings of loss or displacement 
and subsequently a shifting of identity may occur from such change in context (Milligan 2003, 
cited in Scanlon 2007) with the potential for significant displacement during transition into 
college (Briggs et al. 2012). This can be partly attributed to the fact that transitioning into college 
is a change in context where individuals can experience a loss of identity and have to create a new 
identity in a new context. This loss can be a loss of social contact but also a loss of place. This 
means that individuals can gain a sense of belonging to geographical places and during transition 
students are forced to replace the established and familiar learning environment in which they had 
a specific identity, for a new, unknown location in which they can initially feel anonymous and 
unknown (Milligan 2003, cited in Scanlon et al. 2007). Evidence from this study found that a fear 
of feeling unknown or alone and not knowing anyone were common among participants. Many 
participants spoke of the importance and positive impact of knowing even one person had. One 
participant outlined that just meeting their mentor through P2P “took the worry away” 
(Interviewee 9). Another participant commented that being acknowledged and recognised by 
someone passing by was important to them and helped them to feel known (Interviewee 1). 
 
Trowler (2010) stated that students will not transition successfully if they do not feel that they 
belong or if they are not fully engaged with their learning. Regardless of their previous 
educational background, most participants expressed a need for belongingness, affiliation and a 
period of establishing a new identity during transition into their new social and academic 
environment. It has been found that students from disadvantaged backgrounds can experience 
significant uncertainty in their notion of self when faced with such periods of change (MacFarlane 
2018). The concept of displacement and the associated loss of identity provide a theoretical 
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understanding of the challenges that students may feel during integration and transition in terms 
of context and loss of place and the uncertainty that they may feel during this time.  
We have seen how forming social connections supports the formation of social identity which is 
a core element of transition. However, student identity is linked to how students engage with their 
community and is a core element to students developing a sense of belonging (Cureton 2016; 
MacFarlane 2018). Establishing a new student identity requires becoming an insider in a new 
environment and learning new ways of doing things (McMillan 2013). This is a complex process 
of co-construction that is redefined continually through experiences. Being members of positive 
and encouraging communities of practice and feeling safe to engage with others in the community 
are necessary to develop student identity (MacFarlane 2018). Evidence from this study suggests 
that interactions with peers helped participants to learn these new ways of doing things and to 
engage with their new community. Establishing student identity can be nurtured through the 
opportunity to develop social relations and networks with new friends and peers as well as through 
the development of academic skills. Personal interactions and positive contacts with other 
students and staff help to build and sustain identity during and after transition (Briggs et al. 2012). 
This is relevant to this study because it highlights the need for scaffolding during transition but 
also how vital promoting opportunities for social and personal interactions are at this time, 
particularly those with peers.   
Hussey and Smith (2010) present a developmental perspective of student identity in which 
transition is viewed as a continuous process which is ongoing throughout the student life-cycle. 
Similarly, Burnett examined the whole student lifecycle but placed a specific emphasis on the 
first year (Burnett 2007; Burnett and Larmar 2011). The review of the literature highlighted that 
transition is not a linear process (Palmer et al. 2009; Jindal-Snape 2010) and should be viewed as 
an ongoing process. Furthermore, Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2011) and Gale and Parker 
(2014) posit that transition experiences are individualised and not normalised. The need to support 
students to adjust and develop their identity has been identified (Briggs et al. 2012). However, 
recognising that transition is a non-linear, continuous process that does not occur at a specific 
point in time like orientation, requires recognising the need for a more longitudinal scaffolding 
and support.  
Programmes like peer mentoring can provide this type of support as they provide the opportunity 
to form connections and become members of groups which is crucial to forming social identity. 
Co-constructing identity requires interaction with others. Participating in P2P offers an 
opportunity to interact with peers and make social connections which foster the co-construction 
required. As discussed earlier, student identity is also in part socially constructed and requires 
continuing interactions with others, ongoing negotiations of college experiences and reflections 
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on these experiences (MacFarlane 2018). The requirement for interaction with others illustrates 
the importance of forming social connections and membership of social networks to the 
development of student identity which is an essential element of transition and integration. An 
individuals’ sense of self and beliefs about their social group are constructed through interactions 
with the broader social context in they operate (McEwen 2003). Many of the participants 
expressed a strong desire to be part of a group as the following remarks illustrate: 
You can always have a group outside of college, but I think it’s-, having a constant group of friends 
is a good thing to do, like, a support system people need to go to.  Just sit here and have a laugh 
like, share.  “Oh I’m stressed I’ll go and get a coffee with you.”  Like it’s just-, for me, it would 
be definitely important to have like a group or even-, even if it’s like three-, two or three people 
like, that you’re comfortable with.  
(Interviewee 15) 
 
If you were with a group because you have people to back you up, people to support you.  Instead 
of, if you’re on your own, everything’s on your back, everything’s on your shoulders.  You’ve 
only-, only got yourself to count on type of thing.  Like, that’s not to say that you need a group 
around you all the time.  There are times where you are grand on your own, but I do think that it 
is important to be in a-, be in a supportive group environment.  
(Interviewee 6) 
 
As discussed in section 5.2.3.1, membership of groups has been identified as a component of 
social identity and are an important source of self-esteem and pride (Tajfel 1979; Myers and 
Twenge 2017). Membership of a social group and social connectedness impacts positively on 
mental and physical wellbeing (Jetten 2014). Building new social networks and having 
friendships are part of social integration (Leidenfrost et al. 2014) and therefore being part of a 
group and developing an identity as part of that group is core to transition and integration.  
Mentoring is a social process and the findings from this study suggest that peer mentoring was 
beneficial to participants during transition because it promoted the development of connections, 
interactions and relationships with peers. As highlighted previously, group membership forms 
part of an individual’s social identity.  This findings of this study suggest that the opportunity and 
potential offered through peer mentoring for group membership and to form social connections 
supports the formation of social identity and the creation of learner identity which are integral 
parts of transition. Peer mentoring was also of value on a personal and psychosocial level to 
participants as they displayed a strong need to form connections with many citing this as being of 
significant importance to them. Many reported that forming social connections and membership 
of social networks contributed to and necessary for feeling belonging. The evidence for this study 
suggests that the cohesiveness of groups and the formation of social identity was a significant 
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component for participants in their integration and transition. However, evidence also suggests 
that participants experienced benefits as a result of forming social connections and group 
membership, this study will now examine social networks and social capital to examine the 
benefits identified by participants. 
 
5.3.3 Social Networks  
Participants identified that their social connections provided a support network in times of 
difficulty, a resource for information, encouragement, reassurance, friendship and motivation. 
This aligns with Adelfila (2016) who states that it is the connections and the networking 
relationship that mentees cite as one of the main benefits of mentoring. Social network theory 
considers the relationships and interconnections between individuals in a network. The 
environment in which the individuals operate is also an important element of this theory as is the 
concept of the network itself. This research study explores a specific social system within a HEI. 
Daly (2010) and Stone (2018) illustrate that different types and strengths of connections or ties 
can exist between members of a network as detailed in chapter 2. Strong ties, such as those 
between friends and peers, are those between individuals that are socially involved, strongly 
connected and communicate with each other often (Maness 2017, Stone 2018). They are 
characterised by a high level of trust, similar to ingroups. Members of ingroups perceive other 
ingroup members to be similar to themselves and sharing a common identity with them (Hogg 
and Vaughan 2011; Jhangiani and Tarry 2014; Myers and Twenge 2017). The evidence from this 
study suggests that strong ties existed between participants and their peers who were members of 
their social network. 
 
5.3.4 Social Capital 
Stone (2018) outlined that the value that exists in social networks is social capital, which is a core 
component of social network theory. As discussed in a previous chapter, social capital has been 
defined as “connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and 
trustworthiness that arise from them” (Putnam 2000, p.19). Fukuyama (1996) describes trust as 
the assurance and expectations that occur within a social network as a result of honest and 
supportive behaviour between its members. Social capital incorporates interpersonal interactions, 
personal connections, community and shared values (Field 2009; Field 2017) and the intangible 
resources that we draw on as a result of these connections. 
166 
 
The following two comments illustrate the shared values and close ties that existed between 
members of a social network and convey how becoming part of a new social network appeared 
to broaden connections for participants: 
Because like, it made me engage with the older, ah, college students, not just being with all the 
first years.  Everybody hates first years [laughs].  The third and fourth years, they were very helpful 
and the second years. 
[Interviewer] Why is it helpful to know second or third and fourth years? 
Just be like, they actually want you here.  You belong here, like and they just help you around the 
place.  You know that they know-, they’ve been through the same thing as us.  
(Interviewee 14) 
 
I-, through peer-to-peer I even got to know and then I was like, “I actually now have more friends 
here than I do back home.”  So-, so it was grand.  I think it’s because like, we’re all-, it’s because 
we’re all studying the same type of things like we have the same ideas.  We talk about the same 
type of things.  So it’s easier.  Whereas, friends back home are different, “I want to go do law, I 
want to do this, I want to do that, I want to do this, I want to do different stuff.”  So like, I do have 
friends back home, but like, none of them I can actually talk to about the stuff I want to talk about.  
So that’s why I-, I do feel very-, quickly belonged. 
(Interviewee 6) 
 
Trust plays an important role in accessing some of the benefits of social networks (Field 2017). 
These participants’ remarks also convey the level of trust that existed between participants and 
their peers. Similarly in social identity theory, individuals join groups with those that they share 
identity with and share solidarity which bonds the ingroup. 
Adefila (2016) states that networks are formed at liberty and regularly within college 
environments. However, evidence in this study suggests that for some this is not easy and requires 
effort and moving out of your comfort zone. Participating in mentoring programmes offers 
opportunities to students to develop connections and become members of social networks that 
may not have the skills or resources to seek positive connections by themselves (Adelfila 2016). 
Participants in this research study cited that participating in P2P and the activities of the 
programme, made it easier to approach people and get to know them. The importance of 
relationships is a core underpinning of social capital. Participating in activities and events outside 
of the classroom provides opportunities to gain social capital (Pascarella et al. 2004). Providing 
the opportunity to form relationships with others results in the generation of social capital through 
access to resources such as emotional support, information, resources and professional networks 
(Miracle 2013). The P2P programme is an example of how students can be given opportunities to 
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meet others and to become part of social networks and thus, develop social capital. Participants 
in this study cited many examples of benefits they derived from forming social connections which 
were discussed in the previous chapter. The potential role that higher education institutions can 
play in fostering opportunities to develop individual social capital in this way has also been 
inferred from the experiences articulated in this study. The findings suggest that forming 
friendships and membership of social networks provides students access to help and support that 
is needed during times of upheaval, when facing issues or challenges and during transition. This 
is because providing opportunities to develop connections with peers and to become members of 
social networks, individuals are given the opportunity to develop social capital and the ability to 
access resources such as emotional support, encouragement and information that can be leveraged 
from these connections.  
 
5.3.4.1  Bonding and Bridging Social Capital 
Literature distinguishes two types of social capital; bonding social capital and bridging social 
capital (Putnam 2000; Field 2003; Jensen and Jetten 2015; Field 2017). Bonding social capital is 
inward looking and links individuals that have similar interests, norms and characteristics. This 
type of capital involves a deep level of trust, strong social ties and high social support and loyalty 
towards other members (Field 2003; Miracle 2013; Jensen and Jetten 2015). Interactions with 
peers at college is a form of bonding social capital. The sense of belonging that results from 
participating in activities and interacting with peers contributes to the development and formation 
of learner identity (Jensen and Jetten 2015). This is because it helps students to understand and 
navigate their new environment. Bonding social capital helps individuals cope with everyday 
challenges (Skobba et al. 2018). 
Bridging social capital on the other hand is characterised by weak ties and casual or infrequent 
interactions. It provides linkages to new people, opportunities and information (Skobba et al. 
2018) and can enable people to access resources that are not available within their own immediate 
circle (Field 2003). Bridging capital is gathered when individuals search for resources outside 
their own social network and can be seen as building a bridge from their own social network to 
another (Miracle 2013). In higher education students interact with others who they do not 
necessarily share identity, such as academic and support staff. These interactions are the basis for 
the formation of bridging capital (Jensen and Jetten 2015). It is explained that that bonding capital 




Participants perceived numerous advantages to being a member of a social network which suggest 
the development of social capital (bonding and bridging) resources and supports they had 
leveraged from these connections. These included; academic help, encouragement, confidence, 
support, guidance, learning from others, feelings of inclusion, belonging, motivation, increased 
options and making contacts for the future. The following excerpts suggest the development of 
bonding capital and emphasises the shared identity and close ties that existed between members 
of the social network: 
It was just like-, as I said, you would have a shoulder to help you if you’re stuck or whatever.  So 
they’d [peer mentor] be able to advise you where to go. 
(Interviewee 3) 
 
Just any problem you had, you could go-, like, you could go to your mentor and tell-, like, text 
them or something and tell them you had a problem and they were always, like-, like, they were 




Yeah you do, and like they [peer mentor] can help you out say if you have a problem. They can 
tell you if you really need to knuckle down with a subject. Sure by the time we figure that out, it’s 
probably too late. And to have that, just a heads up, really benefits. It’s up to you to take it on but 
its them giving you that advice early on enough to cop that maybe we do need to attend this class, 
knuckle down and study for that class and get the assignments in on time. 
(Interviewee 1) 
 
Uhm, I don’t know really.  I just kind of-, I know the weeks I was feeling homesick and asking 
myself why I was still doing the course, I did go into-, like, I did try not to go into college, but my 
roommate was kind of, you know, “You should go in.”  At the same time she didn’t want to go in.  
So we were kind of pushing each other, but I think the couple of weeks that that was going on, I 
did go in most days and I did kind of-, I did communicate-, like, I did go into class and ah, 
participate and I think that did what-, I kind of said, “Well, I’m doing it because I like it.” and I 
thought like, there’s nothing else I want to be doing, but this course, like. 
(Interviewee 8) 
 
I feel like it like, really involves you more to community.  I just feel like there’s a really big sense 
of community when you’re with people you know and just like, and it just makes college a whole 
lot better because like, if you’re stressing out you can talk to your friend and they’re stressed out 






As discussed earlier bridging social capital is about linking to another social network and thus 
expanding the contacts, resources and information available to an individual but contacts are less 
frequent and interactions are not necessarily between individuals with a shared identity. The 
following quotations suggest that bridging capital may have been developed by participants: 
I found it easy and it is important to meet new people and as well they might have contacts.  
Something they might know that you don’t know. Somehow they found out from somebody else 
or you know what I mean. 
(Interviewee 2) 
 
Ah, probably a cliché one would be, is like, the more people you know the better chance you have 
of getting the good job somewhere like. Getting that connection with someone, like.  You wouldn’t 
be just-, like for example, in third year in my course we have to go on a nine month internship.  So 
it’d be better for you to know a lot of people who have connections to other places that you can 
get to quicker than starting off on your own, not knowing anybody. 
(Interviewee 6) 
 
I think it just-, if you’re-, like, if you’re just set-, like, if you just kind of-, it opens up your variety 
kind of thing.  Like-, you’re like getting to know loads of different people, loads of different 
experience.  I think it makes you a lot more knowledgeable as well because you’re just talking to 
people from different backgrounds and connecting and stuff like that.  
(Interviewee 9) 
 
It has been found that where bonding capital is created through groups and members there is often 
a culture that prevents students from considering joining new groups, such as with students in 
more senior years or with academic staff (Jensen and Jetten 2015). The findings of this study did 
not support this argument and suggest the opposite as relationships with students from other years 
were developed and cited as a benefit by participants. Students directly attributed this to 
participating in the peer mentoring programme, being members of clubs and societies and living 
in student accommodation. The mentors are from a more senior year to the mentee and mentees 
are given the opportunity to attend events where they meet students from other years as the 
following illustrates: 
No not really, just that WIT has a great like, community around it.  I remember coming to college 





Yeah, it’s always handy in the corridor like say you pass somebody and you’re like “oh hey, how 
are you, how’s your day going? It’s like a chat. You're like, yeah that person knows me, they 
recognised me as I was passing and they greeted me. And then maybe if you are really friendly 
with them, hang out with them and you get to know more of their friends. You are constantly 
broadening the people that you know.  It may not be just in your department, it may be in other 
departments as well.   
(Interviewee 1) 
 
Yes like, I knew-, I knew people in the year ahead of me just around campus to chat to, like.  
Competition kind of makes you friends with people.  It’s kind of weird.  I don’t know, but like, I-
, I just knew people.  I knew more people than other people knew just because like, I saw them at 
the peer-to-peer things or like, oh they’re in a different course, but they were at the peer-to-peer 




These concepts, coupled with social identity theory, may help us to better understand why 
participants in this study spoke so positively about the role of their peers and the sense of shared 
identity and solidarity they experienced. It also highlights what separates or distinguishes a 
student group from their perspective, from other groups in the Institute with whom they interact. 
Similar to ingroups, bonding social capital is inward looking and links individuals that have 
similar interests, norms and characteristics. It also holds the potential to provide members access 
to tangible resources and benefits which they can leverage. This type of capital involves a deep 
level of trust, strong social ties and high social support and loyalty towards other members. 
Social networks are necessary for social capital (Myers and Twenge 2017). This study draws on 
social identity theory to understand why individuals choose to join groups and how social identity 
is a component of self-esteem and belonging.  This theory also explains that transition is a time 
of social displacement and creating a new identity. Evidence in this study suggests that 
participants experienced a heightened need for group membership during transition. Social capital 
theory explains how social networks and the ties and connections that exist between members of 
the network allow information and resources to be leveraged. 
 
5.3.5 What does this mean? 
Similar to Andrews and Clark (2011), the findings from this study suggest that participating in 
peer mentoring supports transition. The findings from this study suggest forming social 
connections through participating in peer mentoring supports transition in a number of ways. 
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Firstly, the findings of this study support the argument that membership of social networks 
support the generation of social capital. It is the relationships and interactions between individuals 
in the network where social capital exists and it is the social network that provides the situation 
for members to access and use the resources (Miracle 2013). Meeting new people and being a 
member of a social network is an essential element of social capital as without a social network, 
a person cannot access social capital (Lin 2008).  
The premise of social capital is that through making connections, individuals achieve things that 
they could not do so on their own or with great difficulty (Field 2009). It is evident that starting 
college is a time when students are trying to create a learner identity and to adjust to and navigate 
a new environment. Skobba et al. (2018, p.205) found that there is an ongoing need for support 
to help students ‘get by’ in college. The power of social capital in terms of transition, is the social 
leverage that it creates – that is the connections or access that it gives individuals to information, 
support and opportunities. Fuller (2014) and Ashtiani and Feliciano (2018) state that membership 
of a social network helps develop social capital, which in turn works to advance the individual. 
Ashtiani and Feliciano (2018) have defined social capital as the resources embedded in a social 
network and refer to it in terms of 1) access, the availability of social resources in a social network, 
and 2) mobilisation, the utilisation of social links.  They continue that mentoring facilitates the 
mobilisation of social capital. Evidence from this study supports this. Participating in P2P 
promoted opportunities for social interactions with peers and to become members of social 
networks.  As a result of membership of a social group and social network, participants had access 
to support, resources, information and opportunities which they could leverage or mobilise when 
required or needed. 
In addition, developing social capital is congruent with position that transition is non-linear and 
an ongoing process as literature suggests (Jindall-Snape 2010; Penn-Edwards and Donnison 2011; 
Gale and Parker 2014; Mannes 2017) because resources can be leveraged at any stage when 
required or when challenges are faced. Conceptualising transition this way helps us to understand 
that ongoing support may be needed and not just during the initial weeks. There were many 
examples of benefits reported by participants, including personal and psychological support, as 
detailed in earlier sections of this chapter and in the previous chapter. 
The following is one such example that conveys how participating in P2P provided the participant 
with access to resources: 
Uhm, my mentor was just great.  She was helpful and friendly you know, just she said if you have 
any questions or anything just send her a message, you know.  If you have any questions or any 
concerns just ask her.  She was great, like, that way and uhm, the Facebook, the P2P as well.  
They’re always sending, like, you know times when there’s extra classes on or workshops and all, 
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like.  Just if they’re studying and all, just to help you study. You know the way they did it in the 
college, like, the workshops and all.  Yes about the workshops as well.  Just reminding you that 
those things are available and everything. 
[Interviewer] Yes and would you have found it difficult to find out about them if you didn’t have 
a mentor? 




Secondly, when students are offered opportunities to meet people and supported to become part 
of social networks and groups they are supported in the formation of social identity, and 
developing a sense of belonging as well as access to a network of support that they can draw on 
in times of challenge.  It was evident from participants that getting to know people and forming 
social connections were an essential and significant element of transition and social integration. 
It was not just any connections, but specifically connections with peers that mattered. Different 
types and ways of making peer connections were identified by participants including connections 
with fellow classmates, mentors, students from years above them, students from college 
accommodation etc. Social connections were very important and it has been discussed how 
forming connections fostered a sense of belonging for the participants. The need to belong is 
intensified during a time of displacement such as transition to college. This transition necessitates 
forming a new social identity. Literature has shown that group membership forms part of an 
individual’s social identity (Hogg and Vaughan 2011; Jhangiani and Tarry 2014; Myers and 
Twenge 2017). Becoming members of a group and forming social connections are therefore an 
in intrinsic element of transition. Providing opportunity to form social connections through peer 
mentoring supports transition for this reason.  
Social capital theory has been used to explain how membership of social networks can advance 
the realisation of social capital which can be used for social leverage in the form of information, 
help, guidance etc., to the advantage of the individual. Social identity theory has been used to 
explain why making social connections was a priority for participants during a time of forming a 
new identity. The concept of ingroups in this theory help to understand the bonds, affiliation and 
shared identity that participants reported for their peers and why they are more comfortable 
approaching their peers above others in the community. In addition, evidence from this study 
suggests that participating in peer mentoring met a need of participants by offering opportunities 
to make connections at a time when this was a priority for them.  
Participating in peer mentoring holds the potential to support transition by supporting the 
development of social identity and the development of social capital as a result of forming social 
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connections. The implications of this for practitioners, policymakers and higher education 
institutions are explored in the following section along with re-visiting the models of student 
retention and success that were discussed in chapter 2 to establish how they relate to the findings 
of this study. 
 
 
5.4 Re-visiting Models of Student Retention 
The theoretical framework underpinning this study is based on the work of Thomas (Thomas 
2012; Thomas et al. 2017) which draws on the work of Tinto. Relevant models of student 
retention were evaluated in the literature review but most have failed to adequately stress the 
importance of social elements, which this study suggests are important for social integration and 
also impact on academic integration. 
Astin’s theory of involvement focused on the level of involvement of students and defined 
involvement in terms of the level of physical and psychological energy that a student devoted to 
their academic experience.  This study recognises that the student experience encompasses social 
and academic dimensions and not all students are able to invest the same level of energy or time 
to the experience.  This was not considered in Astin’s theory. However, this study supports its 
relevance in terms of the influence and importance of peers which was strongly evident 
throughout this study. 




Figure 5.1 Institutional Departure Model (Tinto 1993) 
 
This study has found the role of peer group interactions and membership of social networks to be 
of critical importance to participants’ social integration and, to a lesser extent, to their academic 
integration. In Tinto’s model the social system incorporated peer group interactions in the 
informal system and extracurricular (extra-circular) activities were classified as formal. While 
Tinto’s model considered that students have different family backgrounds and experiences in 
terms of their pre-entry attributes, it did not consider the impact of environmental and personal 
factors e.g. family commitments, may have on students’ ability to engage in the social system. 
Pascarella et al. (1983) for example, outlined that Tinto’s model was more suitable to residential 
and non-commuter students who unlike commuter students, had less opportunity to engage in 
activities outside the classroom. 
Bean’s model (1980) included external and environmental factors and their impact in his model 
of student retention. Tinto subsequently added these in his later model (1993). Bean also 
considered psychological factors such as fitting it, the role of peers in social integration and the 
role that students play in their own socialisation. It is a combination of psychological and 
sociological factors that were relevant to this study to illustrate that becoming members of social 
networks is an essential element of social integration.  
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This study has found that opportunities to develop social networks must be made available to all 
students. Peer interactions are not given enough prominence in this model and placing it in the 
informal category is not sufficient. It is clearly evident from this study the important role that peer 
interactions and social networks play in integration. Peer mentoring, while helping to foster 
informal interactions and relationships with peers and staff, is also a formal and structured system 
that promotes opportunities for all students to form connections, become members of social 
networks which provide support during transition.  It is these networks and social capital that may 
support students when they encounter social and academic difficulties or challenges. It is an 
inclusive approach that considers the needs of all students. Therefore, this study proposes that 
peer interactions should be elevated in position and situated within both formal and informal 
categories of the social domain and not as they appear below: 
 
 
Figure 5.2 Peer interactions and Social Integration within Tinto’s model 
 
The findings from this study affirm findings from other studies (Colvin and Ashman 2010; 
Andrews and Clark 2011) which suggest that while the focus of the peer mentoring programme 
is primarily on social support, there is evidence that participants’ interactions with peers impacted 
positively on academic integration.  Tinto’s model links the section on peer interactions to social 
integration only and does not directly create links between this and academic integration. The 





Figure 5.3 Revised Social System and Peer Group Interactions 
 
This suggested amendment represents how peer-group interactions can be both informal and 
formal (peer mentoring intervention) and how they directly impact on social integration and 
indirectly on academic integration.  
Thomas’ model (2012) conveys that engagement and belonging can be fostered throughout three 
spheres of college life; academic, social and service (figure 5.4). It also found that belonging is 
most effectively nurtured through mainstreaming activities that have an explicit academic purpose 
and has designed the academic sphere is purposely larger to represent this.  
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Figure 5.4 Model of Student Retention and Success from ‘What Works?’ (Thomas 2012) 
 
This research study also found belonging to be important to participants for transition and 
integration. However, the findings of this research suggest that participating in a peer mentoring 
programme that operated within the social sphere, can also nurture belonging and can complement 
interventions that have a specific academic purpose. Participating in P2P, fostered the 
development and membership of social networks. Being members of social networks appears to 
have supported the development of learner identity and social capital and contributed to the 
development of a sense of belonging for participants. In this study there was evidence that 
participating in peer mentoring also met the needs of participants for social connectedness and 
group membership and in doing so, supported their social and academic integration and provided 
help and support.  
The review of the literature identified a dearth of qualitative research into student transition within 
the Irish higher education context. The research that has been conducted has been predominantly 
within the academic domain. The findings from this study suggest that the social domain may 
also be effective in fostering belonging and it may not be essential for interventions to have a 
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specific academic focus to achieve this. P2P was developed and co-ordinated by a non-academic 
department. The organised events and workshops predominantly ran outside of scheduled 
academic times but mostly during the academic day which meant that they were potentially 
accessible to all students. The majority of activities had a non-academic focus. The link and 
relationship between mentors and mentees did not require formal meetings and was available to 
mentees both during and outside of the Institution.  
Thomas (2012, p.14) and Thomas et al. (2017) found that engagement and belonging were 
developed and enhanced through interventions that 1) fostered supportive peer relations 2) 
meaningful interactions between staff and students 3) developed the capacity, confidence and 
identity of students as successful higher education learners and 4) offered an experience relevant 
to the interests and future goals of students. This study also proposes that an intervention like P2P 
can meet these four requirements as has been illustrated throughout this discussion with many 
examples reported. 
This study’s findings concur with other studies (Andrews and Clark 2011; Sanders and Higham 
2012) that found the social domain to be very significant for participants in terms of supporting 
transition and integration and also in terms of meeting the needs of participants during this 
transition. Evidence from this study suggests that offering opportunities to make social 
connections helps to form student identity and develops social capital. This study proposes that 
the social sphere in the model could be amended to be equal in size to the academic sphere to 
recognise the importance of this domain. It also proposes that the space connecting the academic, 
social and service spheres should be explored more to develop institutional approaches and 
interventions that promote opportunities for enhancing social and academic integration. These 
changes are reflected in the suggested modifications to the model in Figure 5.5 below.  
The original model suggests through the outer circles surrounding the spheres that developing the 
capacity of students to engage and for staff to develop ways to support students to do so must be 
developed. A peer mentoring programme like P2P, fosters this capacity.  It requires a 
collaborative approach with staff from academic and service spheres working with student 
mentors and mentees.  Exploring how students can be supported to persist and the importance of 
creating an environment for persistence to flourish are integral elements of this study. This 
requires adopting a more holistic perspective that considers the broader psychosocial elements 
that contribute to the student experience and exploring the experiences of students. Tinto (2017) 
advises in order to support persistence institutions must promote activities that required shared 
experiences (academic and social). Peer mentoring can support social and academic integration. 
Based on the findings of this study and the concepts identified in the conceptual model, this study 
suggests that emphasising the area within the overlap between the social and academic domain is 
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justified as the social domain plays a significant role in integration and transition and adds to the 
understanding of how forming social connections supports transition. The study also found the 
concepts of belonging, social networks and social capital to be closely intertwined with transition. 
They are critical to understanding the significance of these broader psychosocial elements for 
students and to viewing transition through the lens of persistence. These concepts have also been 




Figure 5.5 Suggested complimentary additions to Thomas’ Model 
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The experiences of participants on the peer mentoring programme were examined in this study 
are included in the diagram to illustrate that peer mentoring programme is a programme that 
supports transition and operates in both the social and academic domain. A co-ordinated 
institutional approach is required in order to implement support and sustain programmes like P2P. 
It is only a component of an overall institutional strategy but one that can help nurture and promote 
a culture of belonging and support students during transition. It is evident from this study that 
supporting persistence requires an institutional approach. This necessitates examining 
institutional philosophies, culture and strategy as well as developing a co-ordinated and 




The findings from this study suggest that peer mentoring supports students while taking those 
important first steps into higher education. As outlined by Briggs et al. (2012) it provides a ‘safety 
net’ that helps them make the transition into their new environment. This study found that 
participating in peer mentoring supported transition for participants in a variety of ways. By 
promoting opportunities for peer interactions and making social connections, participating in P2P 
appeared to have a) supported the development of student identity, b) helped nurture a sense of 
belonging, c) helped students to meet people and fit-in, d) met a need to engage with those with 
a shared identity as it was peer-led and e) developed social capital. The power of social capital in 
terms of transition is the social leverage that it creates, that is the connections or access that it 
gives individuals to information, support and opportunities at a time the can be potentially 
challenging or daunting. Most importantly, participating in P2P offered opportunities to form 
social connections with peers and in doing so, fulfilled a need for participants to meet people with 
shared experiences and to be members of a group. 
This study focused on the perspectives and experiences of students and exploring how student 
persistence can be supported. There is evidence in this study to support the argument that forming 
social networks can help provide a support for students that is needed during times of upheaval 
and when facing issues or challenges. Participating in P2P helped participants to develop this type 
of support and contributed to developing a sense of belonging and the development of social 
capital.  
Pittman and Richmond (2008, p. 354) found that a sense of belonging within a third level 
environment is linked to “positive self-perceptions of social acceptance and scholastic 
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competence”. This importance of social acceptance to participants was prevalent throughout this 
study and the significant role of their peers. This study argues that promoting opportunities for 
positive social interaction with peers is an integral element of transition. 
It is evident from this study that supporting persistence requires an institutional approach. This 
necessitates examining institutional philosophies, culture and strategy as well as developing a co-
ordinated and complementary approach across the three spheres; academic, social and services.  
The findings of this study can contribute to understanding the transition of first year students and 
inform the development of programmes and policies that support student transition. 
Social network theory and social capital theory are utilised in this study to create a framework 
within which to explore the experiences of the participants and to examine the role of social 






6. Chapter 6 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter identifies the research contribution and limitations of the study and makes 
recommendations for future research. The key aim of this study was to explore the experiences 
of students participating in a peer mentoring programme during their first year and to explore how 
making social connection supports transition into higher education. The review of the literature 
identified a dearth of research in the Irish higher education context pertaining to student transition 
and peer mentoring. The majority of studies have been quantitative and predominantly conducted 
within the University sector. This qualitative study was conducted within the Institute of 
Technology sector. The study adopted a more broad and holistic interpretation of student retention 
that moves away from ‘retaining’ students to focusing on supporting student persistence. The 
nuanced distinction between retention and persistence was made in chapter 2, with persistence 
understood as to how to help a student to want to and be able to persist. It requires exploring 
student needs and not those of the higher education institution. Persistence was the lens through 
which experiences of the participants were explored. This study aimed to move away from the 
predominantly system driven, quantitative perspective that currently dominates Irish policy 
discourse discussed in chapter 2. The concepts of social networks, social capital and belonging 
were explored as they were interconnected with transition for participants. 
Drawing on these concepts and the theoretical model of Thomas (2012), this study examined how 
opportunities to form social connections and membership of social networks made available 
through peer mentoring, support transition and persistence for participants. The findings suggest 
that participating in peer mentoring did support transition for participants as it helped them to 
form social connections.  The findings went beyond the initial scope of the research questions and 
suggest that promoting opportunities for positive peer interactions and making social connections 
supported the development of student identity and helped nurture a sense of belonging. It also 
appeared that because P2P was student-led and offered opportunities to form social connections 
with peers and in doing so, contributed to fulfilling an urgent need for participants to engage with 
those with whom they had a shared identity and experiences and to be members of a group. It 
appears to also have contributed to the development of social capital for participants in terms of 
the resources that could be leveraged as a result of membership of social networks. The power of 
social capital in terms of transition is the social leverage that it creates, that is the connections or 
access that it gives individuals in terms of information, support and opportunities at a time that 
can be potentially challenging or daunting.  
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6.2 Research Contribution and Implications of Findings 
The findings of this study are relevant to a number of stakeholders, including HEIs, support 
services, practitioners and academic staff, but also contribute to the body of knowledge on student 
persistence and transition. 
 
6.2.1 Gap in the Literature 
This study outlined its intention to move away from the predominantly system driven, quantitative 
perspective that has dominated Irish policy discourse. It also highlighted the need for research 
and policy that is responsive to students rather than to institutional needs. It addresses a disconnect 
between the literature on student retention and social theory particularly within the Irish context. 
A dearth in qualitative research relating to transitions to higher education in Ireland was 
highlighted. The limited research conducted to date has predominantly taken place within the Irish 
Universities and there exists a significant dearth in research within the Institutes of Technology 
sector in Ireland. Many studies have had a quantitative approach with the vast majority of studies 
conducted within the academic sphere. Through examining the experiences of participants 
qualitatively, insight was provided into participants’ experiences during transition and their first 
year. This helped to provide an insight into how they developed an understanding of the 
challenges they faced during transition. The findings of this study add to the knowledge in the 
area of student persistence and transition and furthermore, brings a qualitative perspective to help 
deepen the understanding of this complex topic. 
This study found no literature within the Irish context that focuses solely on persistence rather 
than a more dominant discourse of progression and outcomes. This research study aimed to attend 
to this imbalance exploring the experiences of students during transition within an Institute of 
Technology focusing on understanding how to support them to be able to persist. This study drew 
on the broader literature of social network theory, social capital and belonging to explore 
transition, peer mentoring and how students can be supported to persist.  In doing so, it has 
demonstrated how these concepts were intertwined with student transition for the participants and 
provided a deeper understanding of transition and their needs during this time.  
This study’s findings concur on the critical importance of social aspects of transition for students 
and the significance of meeting people and forming social connections for them during this time 
as the majority of students are more concerned about this than other aspects of starting college. 
Belonging is understood as feeling valued and accepted and the need to belong is satisfied by 
forming lasting and ongoing connections. Strayhorn (2012) found that the need to belong 
intensifies at certain times and is affected by social identity. This study had drawn on social 
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identity theory to illustrate that transition is a time of displacement and loss of identity which 
requires forming new social identity. Group membership is a core component of forming social 
identity (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Hogg and Vaughan 2011; Myers and Twenge 2017) and helps 
deepen the understanding of why there is an urgent need to meet others and to belong. Ingroups 
are a social group to which an individual psychologically identifies as being a member and 
perceives ingroup members to be similar to them and sharing a common identity (Hogg and 
Vaughan 2011; Jhangiani and Tarry 2014; Myers and Twenge 2017). Ingroups have been used to 
help explain the bonds, affiliation and shared identity that participants reported for their peers and 
why they are more comfortable approaching their peers above others in the community.  
Social network theory highlights that relationships and interconnections exist between individuals 
in a network. The context in which the network exists is an important aspect and there can be 
different types and strengths of connections between individuals in a network (Daly 2010; Stone 
2018). Within a higher education institution, students can have connections with friends, other 
students, academic staff and support staff. Strong ties are ties that exist between individuals that 
are socially involved such as friends and peers.  
Membership of a social network helps develop social capital, which in turn works to advance the 
individual (Fuller 2014; Ashtiani and Feliciano 2018). Social capital theory explains how social 
networks and the ties and connections that exist between members of the network allow 
information and resources to be leveraged. Social capital is the intangible resources that we draw 
on as a result of membership of social networks (Stone 2018) and is developed as a result of 
membership of social networks. Developing social capital enables individuals to advance by 
giving them access to resources, such as belonging, motivation, information and support that can 
be leveraged when needed. Bonding and bridging social capital explain that different types of 
social capital can be developed depending on the strength of the connections between individuals 
in the social network. Bonding social capital is associated with strong ties, linking individuals 
that have frequent interactions, similar interests, norms and characteristics such as peers. Strong 
links like these contribute to developing belonging and social identity. Bridging social capital is 
associated weak ties and casual or infrequent interactions with others with whom they may not 
share identity. Bridging capital is gathered when individuals search for resources outside their 
own social network (Jensen and Jetten 2015). In higher education students interact with others 
outside their close social network such as academic and support staff. The study found that for 
participants the development of social capital was the value and benefit derived from membership 




The paucity of research on peer mentoring in higher education in the Irish higher education 
context was also highlighted. This study adds to knowledge of peer mentoring within the Irish 
context in general with a particular focus on exploring first year students’ experiences of peer 
mentoring. This study strongly concurs that the wider social domain is significant in supporting 
transition and persistence. By drawing on wider literatures, it has explained why forming social 
connections is a significant aspect of transition.  
 
6.2.2 Contribution to Literature on Student Transition 
There is a tension in the conceptualisation of student retention between the academic and social 
domains often with an unfair bias towards the academic. This exists at both philosophical and 
pragmatic levels. Literature to date has tended to give more prominence to the academic aspects 
of student retention and transition and has not given sufficient recognition or consideration to the 
social elements.  Similarly, national policies have focused on quantitative and progression 
measures to determine success. However, research in Irish higher education has reported the need 
to better understand the student perspective (Moore-Cherry et al. 2015). Only, recently a national 
report (National Forum 2019, p. iii) acknowledged the need for national policies that recognise 
that student success requires “a process rather than an output focus”. 
The evidence from this study challenges the dominant emphasis on the academic domain in much 
of the literature and advocates for a rebalancing of existing models and discourses with the 
findings indicating that the social domain has more a significant contribution to offer to student 
retention and transition than it has often been credited with. While studies in the UK have 
highlighted the importance of the social domain (Sanders and Higham 2012; Thomas et al. 2012; 
Clark et al. 2013; Thomas et al. 2017), there is very limited emphasis on this in policy and 
discourse. Chapter 2 has highlighted that national policy and narrative reflects a more managerial 
and neoliberalist approach to education with a focus on measurement and performance. There is 
a strong emphasis placed on the need to produce graduates with skills to meet labour market 
requirements and to increase economic capital and growth. Retention has therefore been 
predominantly associated with progression and completion of an academic programme. This 
study argues that this approach, which does not adequately consider the importance of the student 
experience or adopt a student-centred view, has impacted on the acknowledgement of the 
importance of the social domain.  
This research proposes that recognising and acknowledging the contribution of the social domain 
to student retention and transition requires challenging the reductionist view of retention that 
dominates Irish policy and discourse. While this study is broadly rooted in the literature on student 
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retention, it adopted a broader more holistic view that focuses on student persistence and the needs 
of students. Consequently the study provides a qualitative insight into supporting persistence. In 
doing so, the importance of social factors (friendships, social involvement, social networks etc.) 
and psychological factors (fitting in, belonging) to the social integration of participants have been 
highlighted in this study. This study strongly supports the view evident in the literature (Andrews 
and Clark 2011; Sanders and Higham 2012; Clark et al. 2013) of the importance of both the social 
and academic domains to student retention and transition. While studies have highlighted and 
identified the importance of the social domain and social integration for students, they have not 
aimed to deepen the understanding of transition from the perspective of the students’ lived 
experiences or to explain their experiences. The majority of studies have been conducted within 
the academic sphere and in the University sector. 
Research has found that supportive peer relationships and positive relationships in the academic 
sphere can significantly impact on retention (Sanders and Higham 2012). Yet, a mismatch 
between these views and the reality appears to exist. This study supports the important role of the 
social and academic domains in student retention and transition and contends that it is necessary 
to deepen the understanding and knowledge on how the academic and social domains should work 
in partnership within HEIs to support students to persist. 
This qualitative study supports literature and research suggesting that participating in a peer 
mentoring programme such as P2P impacted positively on social and academic integration and 
transition in various ways (Andrews and Clark 2011; Sanders and Higham 2012; Thomas 2012; 
Clark et al. 2013). Importantly, participating in P2P appeared to contribute to fulfilling the strong 
need of participants to belong, to form social connections and for group membership, particularly 
during transition. This study found that being a peer-led initiative was a significant aspect for 
participants and played an important role in supporting transition.   
 
6.2.2.1 Transition 
It has been detailed that transition is complex and may present challenges to students (Bugden et 
al. 2014; Menzies and Baron 2014; Cheng et al. 2015). O’Donnell et al. 2016 (p.11) describe 
transition as “a complex social phenomenon in which the relationships between individuals and 
their contexts are inextricably linked”. This study has provided a qualitative insight to the 
transition of participants, focusing on relationships and social connections. It has highlighted the 
importance of forming social connections to participants and importantly has outlined why they 
were beneficial and significant during transition. Drawing on social identity theory, this study 
supports the view that transition is a time of displacement which requires forming new identity 
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(Scanlon et al. 2007; Briggs et al. 2012; O’Donnell et al. 2016). Participants wanted to form social 
connections and membership of social networks during this time. Literature has shown that a loss 
or reduction of personal identity can result in seeking self-esteem through group membership 
(Myers and Twenge 2017). The findings of this study support this and again adds to the 
understanding of why initiatives like peer mentoring, that offer opportunities to form social 
connections, play such an important role in supporting transition. Forming social connections and 
becoming members of groups and social networks is a significant component of transition. This 
study has found that participating in a structured programme like peer mentoring, both met needs 
of participants to form social connections and to belong and also supported them to become 
members of social networks. The importance of the social context for participants during 
transition was highlighted by the findings of this study.  
By exploring the experiences of participants during transition this study has contributed to the 
knowledge on student transition. In drawing on social identity theory it has provided a theoretical 
framework for understanding membership of groups and social networks was so critical for 
participants during this time. It also conveys that transition involves development of identity and 
requires interactions with others in this new environment to do so. It has also highlighted the 
challenges that students may face during and transition and the uncertainty that they may feel 
during this time.  
 
6.2.2.2 Role of Peer Mentoring 
The majority of participants expressed a strong desire to feel “accepted”, to meet people and to 
fit in. However, this study has also highlighted that it is connections with peers that participants 
wanted and valued over connections with others and found that peers and mentors played a 
significant role for participants during transition and their first year. Connections matter, but 
particularly connections with peers. Sanders and Higham (2012) highlight that literature on 
student retention and success rarely discusses explicitly the role of students in student retention. 
The significance of the trust relationship and group affiliation that exists between participants and 
their peers and the importance of membership of social networks to them was strongly evident in 
this research study.  This study advocates for the importance of peer-led activity, such as peer 
mentoring, and the significance of providing opportunities for membership of social networks 
inside and outside the classroom.  
Peers share a common identity and experiences with each other and participants expressed a 
strong desire for group membership that helps form social identity. A peer mentoring programme 
such as P2P, is just one example of how this may be achieved. Social networks have value and 
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have been linked to social adjustment and integration and vital for a successful transition (Mackie 
2001; Wilcox et al. 2005; Harley et al. 2007; Thomas 2012). This study aligns to this view and 
draws on social identity theory and ingroups to help provide insight as to why this may be. The 
findings from this study suggest that peer mentoring holds the potential to support transition into 
higher education through supporting the formation of social identity and the development of social 
capital. It highlights that connections with peers matter, and are even more critical during times 
of displacement or when forming social identity. It also conveys the important role that students 
can play in transition for first year students. 
 
6.2.2.3 Moving Towards Persistence 
As discussed earlier, this study advocates for a broader understanding student retention, focusing 
on considering how students can be supported to persist. Tinto’s quotation detailed in chapter 2 
and again below, has relevance at this point for illustrating this subtle difference:  
Leaving is not the mirror image of staying. Knowing why students leave does not tell us, at least 
not directly, why students persist. More importantly it does not tell institutions, at least not directly, 
what they can do to help students stay and succeed.  
(Tinto 2006, p.6) 
This quotation draws the nuanced distinction between individuals’ reasons for leaving and reasons 
for staying. This study did not explore students’ reasons for leaving or how to retain students but 
chose to focus on student persistence. In doing so it has shifted focus away from a reductionist 
view of focusing on student numbers strongly evident in national policy and discourse, towards a 
more student-centred view of exploring why students persist and how this can be supported. This 
necessitated focusing on the students themselves and not on national or institutional requirements. 
It has focused on the process and not the outcome. In taking this approach, this study has provided 
insight into the importance of psychosocial factors such as belonging, social identity and group 
membership for participants and strongly supports the significant role they play in transition. The 
findings suggest that forming social connections and membership of groups and social networks 
supported participants in their social and academic integration and transition. The findings also 
suggest that participants were enabled to develop social capital through their membership of social 
networks which provided participants with resources during a time of challenge.  
This study challenges higher education to conceptualise transition differently. It asks higher 
education to move beyond considering transition as a retention activity and to consider transition 
as supporting student to be able to persist.  This means supporting students to develop skillsets 
that develop and support the individual beyond the transition period. It means considering 
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transition as a way to develop social capital through membership of social networks which gives 
individuals the potential capacity to leverage resources throughout their student lifecycle and 
beyond.  
Chapter 2 illustrated that competing educational agendas exist with a shift towards the 
marketisation and commodification of education resulting in increased requirements for HEIs to 
meet economic performance targets. However, as highlighted earlier, the ethical, social and 
cultural role of education still remains (Lynch 2006).  This study believes there is a social and 
ethical responsibility on HEIs as educational institutions to support students to access and reach 
their full potential and to challenge the philosophical shift towards a neoliberalist view of 
education. Gale and Parker (2014, p.747) emphasised that the dominant discourse on student 
transition has been ‘system-driven’ and ‘system-serving’. Focusing on persistence adopts a more 
student-centred perspective that focuses on individual student needs and developing individual 
potential. Empowering students to develop social capital and to share capital with others is a way 
to advance social and ethical responsibilities.  
This study suggests that the development of social capital needs to be considered as part of the 
discourse on student retention and transition by HEIs and how they can foster and support its 
development. Viewing retention and transition through the lens of persistence can help identify 
opportunities to support students to form social connections and develop social capital. The 
findings build on previous studies (Andrews and Clark 2011; Clark et al. 2013; Thomas et al. 
2017) and highlight the role of the social domain in supporting integration and transition. 
Theoretical models of student retention were reviewed and suggested amendments were presented 
based the findings of this study. In particular, this study has suggested that programmes and 
interventions that operate within the overlap between the social and academic domain make a 
very significant contribution to student transition. This study has conveyed that social identity, 
social connections, social networks and belonging are a critical component of integration and 
transition.  It is evident from this study that peer interactions and social networks played a critical 
role in participants’ integration and transition but also in supporting persistence. Social 
interactions were found to be more significant for participants in terms of supporting transition 
and integration as well as meeting needs of participants. 
 
6.2.3 Implications for Practice 
Bean and Eaton’s (2001), work on a psychological model of college student retention proposes 
that psychological processes underpin academic and social integration and therefore psychosocial 
factors that form part of student retention interventions need to be given more consideration. 
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While this study did not specifically examine these factors, the findings of this study support the 
importance of psychosocial factors during transition and suggest that for participants, social 
integration is very important.  These findings are relevant for staff in HEIs in both the academic 
and social domains as they advocate strongly for developing initiatives that operate across social 
and academic domains.  For staff working in the support and services domain, the findings can 
inform the development of orientation and first year experience programmes. For academic staff, 
they highlight the importance of introducing activities within the academic environment that 
promote opportunities for peer interaction, particularly in the first year.  These activities can have 
an academic or social focus. Previous studies have highlighted the role that fellow students play 
in retention and transition (Sanders and Higham 2012; Clark et al. 2013). The findings from this 
study conveyed the trust and sense of solidarity that existed between peers and the supportive role 
that peers played for participants. This study advocates for more development of peer-led activity. 
 
6.2.3.1 Implications for Institutions 
As outlined by Briggs et al. (2012), it has been argued that the responsibility has mostly been on 
the student to adapt when developing or forming learner identity. It is this study’s view that 
institutions should support students to build social networks and in the development of learner 
identity. While it has been stated that this study is not focused on how institutions can retain 
students, the culture and ethos of an institution needs to be considered as outlined by Thomas 
(2002). Students enter college from varied backgrounds, with different educational experiences 
and with different levels of social capital. Thus, the first few weeks are vital in shaping students’ 
college experience (Briggs et al. 2012). As this is a time where students can experience conflicting 
emotions of apprehension and excitement that can militate against successful transition (Andrews 
and Clark 2011), it is important that obstacles to social interaction are broken down to allow 
students to form social networks and make friends (Budgen et al. 2014). The evidence from this 
study would strongly support these arguments.  The findings suggest that promoting opportunities 
to form social connections and to develop social capital are important means of breaking down 
obstacles. By doing so, the institution can play a role in supporting the student to develop their 
social identity which is an integral part of student transition.  
One of the most important recommendations from the What Works? programme is that 
institutions should aim to “nurture a culture of belonging within the academic and social 
community” (Thomas et al. 2017, p.10).  It has been found that peer mentoring supports the 
development of belonging (Andrews and Clark 2011, Clark et al. 2013; Webb et al. 2016). The 
evidence from this research study suggests that participating in an intervention that promotes 
opportunities for the development of social connections and membership of social networks, like 
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the peer mentoring programme, was of benefit to participants and this study endorses this 
recommendation. This study found the social sphere to be as important as the academic sphere in 
promoting belonging, through membership of social networks and supporting integration. 
Although the peer mentoring programme examined here has a predominantly social focus, there 
is evidence to suggest that it fostered supportive peer relations and contributed to the development 
of learner identity and nurtured a sense of belonging for the participants. Institutions should 
consider developing or expanding peer-led interventions like peer mentoring that operate within 
the social and academic domain. 
Institutional habitus which was discussed in the literature review highlights that institutions need 
to understand how their culture and practice can impact on the extent to which students feel that 
they are accepted.  Hussey and Smith (2010) argued understanding transitions should be the basis 
of design and delivery of higher education programmes and interventions. The findings from this 
study provide insight into the experiences of students in an Irish higher education institution 
participating in a peer mentoring programme and illustrate the role that forming social 
connections played for participants during transition.  This study supports this position as 
examining participants’ experiences has added to the understanding of transition from a student 
perspective and had highlighted the significant role that peers play for each other.  This suggests 
the important role that peer-led activity could play in supporting transition and integration and 
enhancing belonging to ultimately help support persistence. The findings support the view 
presented by Sanders and Higham (2012) and Andrews and Clark (2011) that students are a 
powerful resource and can play an important role during transition. This role has mostly been 
undervalued. 
The findings suggest that HEIs may more effectively meet the needs of their students and help 
students develop to their fullest potential. They imply that institutions should develop and 
promote opportunities for students to develop social capital. Encouraging opportunities for social 
interactions with peers is core to this and this study argues, that providing opportunities to develop 
social capital should be an integral element of transition and should be embedded in institutional 
approaches. 
Tinto (2017) proposed that in order for institutions to support student persistence and to help 
students to want to persist and have the ability to do so, institutions must: 
See the issue of persistence through the eyes of their students, hear their voices, engage with their 
students as partners, learn from their experiences and understand how those experiences shape 
their responses to university policies. Only then can universities further improve persistence and 
completion while also closing the continuing equity gaps that plague our societies. 




This study strongly aligns to this view and proposes that all opportunities to support persistence 
are important and exist in all spheres of college life including the social domain. Promoting 
persistence requires focusing on the student perspective. Kuh (2007) found that while good 
practice exists within HEIs, there may be variance in the student experience within institutions. 
The challenge to institutions is to build on existing good practice to promote a model for 
institutional action and to provide a comprehensive and integrated approach (Kift 2008).  The 
findings from this study build on existing knowledge by suggesting the importance of providing 
opportunities to develop social connections to support transition and persistence. The highlight 
the importance of the social sphere to successful transition and integration and illustrate the 
importance of developing initiatives such as peer mentoring that focus on developing the 
individual. 
 
6.2.3.2 Implications for Policy Makers 
The policy documents discussed in chapter 2 illustrate the landscape in which HEIs in Ireland 
exist and operate.  There is a significant emphasis placed on education serving economic need 
with non-completion or non-progression having economic implications (Higher Education 
Authority 2017a; Higher Education Authority 2018a; Ireland, Department of Education and 
Skills, 2018b). The discourse in national policies is heavily focused on maximising potential to 
meet economic needs and pays insufficient attention to personal, ethical and societal needs. 
Student retention is understood as meeting performance targets to support the requirements of the 
state. This study acknowledges that compelling HEIs to meet measurement requirements to avoid 
economic implications increases pressure to consider retention as a matter of “numbers”.  
This study proposes that it is necessary to embrace a student-centred, holistic approach that 
focuses on process and not outcomes, as advocated for in the National Forum report (2019) as a 
first step to supporting persistence. This study suggests that focusing on persistence meets some 
of the broader societal needs of education as it emphasises the needs of the individual and supports 
the development of social capital. It offers a potential way to support students to reach their full 
potential. The challenge is to find ways to promote these responsibilities at a time when there is 
increased focus on HEIs to meet economic needs. However, it has been argued that focusing on 
supporting persistence may lead to increases in retention figures as it requires institutions to ask 
how they can help students to want and be able to progress and ultimately complete their programs 




6.3 Limitations of Study 
The researcher acknowledges that there were limitations to this study: The methodological 
limitations were discussed in chapter 3. There were inherent limitations in the design as this study 
was conducted within a single department within a single HEI. This impacted on the target 
population and the potential sample size as it meant that the participants were only from one 
department. Different disciplines and HEIs will potentially have different resources, more diverse 
student cohorts and different values and cultures. The findings may not be generalizable to a 
different discipline or to a different institution for these reasons and further research would need 
to be conducted to establish this. However, the questions that this study raises for institutions and 
policymakers in terms of the importance of the social domain and the role of peer-led activity for 
transition and persistence are relevant. 
As was stated earlier, the researcher is linked professionally to SLL and the P2P programme. 
While measures such as peer debriefing were taken to remove researcher bias in terms of the 
researcher’s personal and professional values and beliefs, it is not possible to state definitively 
that the study was not in some way impacted by the researcher’s beliefs. The positionality of the 
researcher was made explicit along with a description of steps taken to minimise potential bias. It 
is also necessary to recognise that participant bias may also be present.  It is possible that 
participants that volunteered did so because they had a positive experience of participating in the 
P2P programme and those that disliked the programme or had negative experiences did not 
volunteer to participate in the study. 
The participants were all students that were still registered on their programme in semester two 
of their first year. Therefore, interviews did not take place with people that left their programme.  
It is not possible to say whether students that left had a positive or negative experience of P2P or 
of transition or to understand how the ability to persist may not have been supported for them. 
However, this study adopted a broader perspective on student retention of supporting persistence 
and exploring how this could be achieved for participants. The fact that the participants of this 
study were registered in the second semester implies that they had navigated their initial transition. 
 
 
6.4 Recommendations for Future Research 
The recommendations for future research are based predominantly on both the limitations of the 
current study and the findings. This study reports the findings of a small scale study in one 
academic department in a HEI, and makes a recommendation to conduct similar studies on peer 
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mentoring in different academic disciplines and institutes. It also suggests that a longitudinal 
study conducted across pre-entry and the first year could provide further needed insight into social 
integration, social networks and transition in higher education. However, it should be noted that 
access to students before entry can be challenging and problematic because of the short timeframe 
in Ireland between CAO offer of places, the subsequent acceptance of places by applicants and 
the start of the academic year. It may require working in collaboration with admissions or 
marketing departments in institutions to develop ways to do this.  
This study did not specifically discuss the importance of access, widening participation and equity 
of experience and outcome for all students. There are students that enter higher education with 
lower levels of social and cultural capital and for whom transition may be more difficult.  The 
need for research on the role of social capital within the higher education context is necessary and 
the potential to create a more inclusive approach to persistence and transition.  
The findings of this research highlighted the important role of belonging, social networks and 
social capital during transition. While the study was not designed to measure these factors or 
report on the progression of the participants to the next academic year, the results have highlighted 
the benefits for future research in these areas. This study recommends that further studies could 
employ psychometric testing methods. Further research is required on the role of social capital, 
belonging and supporting student persistence.  
This study also proposes that more in-depth qualitative research into peer mentoring is required. 
The perspective of peer mentors or the role of the mentor was not examined in this study. Christie 
et al. (2014) suggested that mentors may feel overwhelmed by mentees dependence on them. It 
should be acknowledged that while mentors are examples of successful transition, they are also 
students with their own academic goals and workloads. There should be a balance between 
expectations placed on mentors and other demands on their time. The boundaries of the mentoring 
relationship also need to be considered both from the perspective of the mentor and the mentee. 
Notwithstanding this, this study also recommends that role that students can play in supporting 
student transition and retention should be examined further as evidence from this study suggests 




These research findings have potential implications for the discourse on student transition in 
HEIs. It proposes that much greater attention should be paid to student persistence and how social 
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integration takes place. Focusing on student persistence necessitates a more student-centred 
approach which moves away from “retaining” students and examining why they leave towards 
how to support students to be able to persist. This means developing the individual and their skills 
to be able to persist. Providing opportunities for social interactions, particularly with peers is 
strongly recommended by this study as evidence from this study suggests that this has supported 
transition and integration for participants in a variety of ways. A significant finding of this study 
was the participants’ desire for group membership and its role in their transition.  The trust 
relationship and common identity that exists between participants and their peers bonds them in 
a way that distinguishes or separates them in their eyes from others within the college community 
and illustrates the potential of peer-led interventions and activities. The experiences of the 
participants in this study have shown that opportunities for peer interactions and making social 
connections, contributed to the development of social identity, helped to nurture a sense of 
belonging and to meet people and fit-in. It has also highlighted the urgent need of the participants 
to connect with others on entering higher education and their concerns around not fitting in and 
being socially isolated. Participating in peer mentoring holds the potential to develop social 
capital as it provides opportunities to form social connections and become members of social 
networks. This membership enables students to leverage resources from the network. The findings 
have contributed to understanding how social integration takes place and in doing so has 
contributed a qualitative insight to the knowledge of transition. These findings hold the potential 
to inform institutional approaches to supporting students during this time and ultimately could 
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Appendix 2 - Information Sheet and Consent Form – Focus Groups 
Participant Information Sheet for Focus Groups 
Invitation  
 
Dear Sir/Madam  
You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted in Waterford Institute of 
Technology by Laura Keane and Dr. Raymond Lynch. 
 
What is the research about? 
The research is concerned with exploring the experiences of first year students transitioning to 
third level education and the role that a peer support programme may play in supporting 
students at this time. This is an information sheet explaining what the study entails. If something 
is unclear in this information sheet please ask me to explain it to you. This study has received 
ethical approval from the Ethics Committee in WIT. 
What is the purpose of the study? 
It is intended that information you provide will be used to inform practices concerned with 
student support, particularly those for first year students, in WIT.  Furthermore, this research 
will identify what difficulties students can encounter and provide an understanding of how to 
support these issues.   
What is the nature of involvement of students who volunteer to participate 
in this element of the study? 
If you agree to volunteer to participate in this element of the study you will be asked you to 
participate in a focus group, lasting about 45 minutes to 1 hour, where participants will be asked 
to discuss their experiences of first year in the Institute and the challenges of student life. You 
may refuse to answer a question you wish not to discuss and still remain in the study or exit if 
you so wish. 
How will the data be recorded and stored? 
During the focus group the discussion will be audio recorded.  The recording will then be 
transcribed for research purposes and will be placed in a password-protected file so that it cannot 
be accessed by anyone else other than the researcher.  The recordings of the focus group will 
be kept for the duration of the research and for a period of five years thereafter.  The 
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information you will give will be used only for the purpose of this research and not for any other 
purpose. 
Will your involvement be confidential?  
While we cannot guarantee complete confidentiality, the students who attend the focus group will 
be asked to keep everything discussed confidential.  Only the researcher, the retention officer 
and the sports development officer will know your identity.  Student names will not be on the 
transcripts and will not appear in any published works.  Pseudonyms will be used so that 
participants will not be identifiable.  Every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality in this 
study.  
What if there is any distress or discomfort caused to you during the focus 
group? 
The student retention officer and sports development officer will be in attendance and will 
remain afterwards with the researcher to discuss any issues that may arise.  Information will be 
provided on support services of the Institute that are available to students.  If at any time you 
feel uncomfortable then the focus group will be stopped straight away without having to provide 
a reason. 
Can you withdraw participation? 
Yes.  Participation in this study is voluntary.  If you feel uncomfortable in answering any question 
during the focus group or a question makes you feel uncomfortable during the discussion you 
may stop the discussion and withdraw from the study without having to provide a reason.  Your 
participation in this study will not impact in any way on your engagement with services or 
supports of Student Life and Learning (SLL). 
 
Voluntary nature of participation 
Participation is completely voluntary.  You will not be paid any money or receive an award of 
any kind for participation in this research.  
If you have any questions 
If you have any questions or concerns about this research or the information contained in this 
information sheet, please feel free to contact me at lkeane@wit.ie or 051 302884.   
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If you agree to participate  
If you agree to volunteer to participate in the group interview please sign the consent form 
overleaf. 
Laura Keane, PhD Student 
 
CONSENT SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT:  
 I have read the information provided to me about this study on first year experiences 
and transition in higher education.  
 I fully understand the nature of my participation in the study and I have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions about the study. 
 I understand that taking part in the study will include taking part in a focus group with 5-
7 other students from my department and the focus group will be audio recorded. 
 I have been given adequate time to consider my decision and I agree to take part in the 
study.  
 I understand that my personal details will not be revealed to people outside the study.  
 I understand that my words may be quoted in publications and other research outputs but 
my name will not be used. 
 I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time and I will not be asked any 
questions about why I no longer want to take part. 
 I agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of the information sheet 
and this consent form. 
 
Signature of Participant:__________________________  Date __________________ 
 
Name of Participant (please print): ______________________________ 
 
Signature of Researcher:_______________________  Date __________________ 
 





Appendix 3 - Information Sheet and Consent Form – Interviews 
Participant Information Sheet for Interviews 
Invitation  
 
Dear Sir/Madam  
You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted in Waterford Institute of 
Technology by Laura Keane and Dr. Raymond Lynch. 
 
What is the research about? 
The research is concerned with exploring the experiences of first year students transitioning to 
third level education and the role that a peer support programme may play in supporting 
students at this time.  This is an information sheet explaining what the study entails.  If 
something is unclear in this information sheet please ask me to explain it to you. 
What is the purpose of the study? 
It is intended that information you provide will be used to inform practices concerned with 
student support, particularly those for first year students, in WIT.  Furthermore, this research 
will identify what difficulties students can encounter and provide an understanding of how to 
support these issues.   
What is the nature of involvement of students who volunteer to participate 
in this element of the study? 
If you agree to volunteer to participate in this element of the study you will be asked you to 
participate in an interview, lasting about 30 to 45minutes, where participants will be asked to 
discuss their experiences of first year in the Institute in more details from themes that have 
emerged from the focus groups.  You may refuse to answer a question you wish not to discuss 
and still remain in the study or exit if you so wish. 
How will the data be recorded and stored? 
During the interview the discussion will be audio recorded. The recording will then be transcribed 
for research purposes and will be placed in a password-protected file so that it cannot be 
accessed by anyone else other than the researcher.  The recordings of the interview will be kept 
for the duration of the research and for a period of five years thereafter.  The information you 
will give will be used only for the purpose of this research and not for any other purpose. 
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Will your involvement be confidential?  
Yes.  Only the researcher will know your identity will be asked will keep everything discussed 
confidential.  Student names will not be on the transcripts and will not appear in any published 
works.  Pseudonyms will be used so that participants will not be identifiable.  Every effort will be 
made to ensure confidentiality in this study.  
What if there is any distress or discomfort caused to you during the focus 
group? 
The student retention officer and sports development officer will be in attendance and will 
remain afterwards with the researcher to discuss any issues that may arise.  Information will be 
provided on support services of the Institute that are available to students.  If at any time you 
feel uncomfortable then the interview will be stopped straight away without having to provide 
a reason. 
Can you withdraw participation? 
Yes.  Participation in this study is voluntary.  If you feel uncomfortable in answering any question 
during the interview or a question makes you feel uncomfortable during the discussion you may 
stop the discussion and withdraw from the study without having to provide a reason.  Your 
participation in this study will not impact in any way on your engagement with services or 
supports of Student Life and Learning (SLL). 
Voluntary nature of participation 
Participation is completely voluntary.  You will not be paid any money or receive an award of 
any kind for participation in this research.  A full transcript of the interview will be provided to 
you for verification of accuracy. 
 
If you have any questions 
If you have any questions or concerns about this research or the information contained in this 
information sheet, please feel free to contact me at lkeane@wit.ie or 051 302884. 
 
If you agree to participate  
235 
 
If you agree to volunteer to participate in the interview please sign the consent form overleaf. 
Laura Keane, PhD Student 
CONSENT SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT:  
 
 I have read the information provided to me about this study on first year experiences 
and transition in higher education.  
 I fully understand the nature of my participation in the study and I have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions about the study. 
 I understand that taking part in the study will include taking part in an interview and will 
be audio recorded. 
 I have been given adequate time to consider my decision and I agree to take part in the 
study.  
 I understand that my personal details will not be revealed to people outside the study.  
 I understand that my words may be quoted in publications and other research outputs but 
my name will not be used. 
 I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time and I will not be asked any 
questions about why I no longer want to take part. 
 I agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of the information sheet 
and this consent form. 
 
Signature of Participant:________ __________________ Date _______________ 
 
Name of Participant (please print): ______________________________ 
 
Signature of Researcher:________________________ Date _________________ 







I would like to receive a transcript of the interview in order to verify that it is correct: 
Yes ___  No ____ 
Email Address  ________________________________________________________ 





Appendix 4 - Guideline Script and Questions for Pilot Focus Group 




Hello, I am Laura Keane and this is …………….. 
I would like to thank you all for volunteering to take part in this focus group today. The purpose 
of this research study as outlined in the information sheet provided is concerned with exploring 
the experiences of first year students transitioning to third level education and the role that peer 
support can play in supporting students at this time.  It is intended that information you provide 
will be used to inform practices concerned with student support, particularly those for first year 
students, in WIT.  Furthermore, this research will identify what difficulties students can 
encounter and provide an understanding of how to support these issues.   
 
Before we start, have you any questions that you would like to ask? 
 
First Task: 
Can I ask you all to think back to September.  Back specifically to your first day in the Institute.  
Can you all write down one word that describes how you were feeling that day?   
Would you like to share your words with the group?  
Can you write them on the paper provided and we will put them up on the wall here.  Can you 
tell me why you chose that word?. 
 
Now can I ask you to visualise a roller coaster with its many ups and downs.  Is that how you 
visualise your experience in first year?   
Can you give me words/instances/feelings that describe the challenges and also the positives 
of your first year. 
 




 Had you ever been to visit WIT before (or any HEI)? 
 How did you choose your programme? 
 Did you engage with the college before starting your course? E.g. open day, CAO drop 
in week 
 
Focus on First year (social) 
 What helped you so far in your first year in college? 
 Is there any difference to being in second semester to your first semester?  
 What did you find the most challenging part of transition for you? 
 How did you overcome that (or have you)? 
 Is it easy or difficult to meet new people? 
 How did you go about this? 
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 Is there anything you could think of that could be done and would benefit other 
students? 
 If you could give some advice to next years’ new students, what would it be? 
 
Academic 
 Is the course what you expected it to be? (what were your expectations?) 
 Are you keeping up to date with your assignments? 
 What things about your study do you find difficult? 
 What things do you find easier? 
 Who would approach if you were having difficulty with your studies? 
 Do you like your programme of study? 
 What do you think about semester structure? 
 Is there anything you could suggest that could be done differently? 
 
 
Thoughts of leaving 
 Have you thought about leaving your progamme? 
 What made you stay? 
 If you were thinking of leaving, would you talk to someone about your decision? 
 If you were to leave, would you return to WIT? 
 
Financial 
 Did you have an accurate expectation of the cost of going to college? 
 Were there costs you weren’t expecting? 
 
Awareness of supports and services available 
 How aware are you of the current supports available? 
 Do you know how to access them? (and where they are located) 
 Did you attend your induction session in a)September b)January 
 Did you read the Student Information Handbook? 
 Are you a member of any Clubs or Societies? 




Appendix 5 - Guideline Script and Questions for Focus Groups 
Guideline Script for Focus Group 
 
Introductions. 
Hello, I am Laura Keane and this is …………….. 
I would like to thank you all for volunteering to take part in this focus group today. The purpose 
of this research study as outlined in the information sheet provided is concerned with exploring 
the experiences of first year students transitioning to third level education and the role that peer 
support can play in supporting students at this time.  It is intended that information you provide 
will be used to inform practices concerned with student support, particularly those for first year 
students, in WIT.  Furthermore, this research will identify what difficulties students can 
encounter and provide an understanding of how to support these issues.   
 
Before we start, have you any questions that you would like to ask? 
 
First Task: 
Can I ask you all to think back to September.  Back specifically to your first day in the Institute.  
Can you all write down one word that describes how you were feeling that day?   
Would you like to share your words with the group?  
Can you write them on the paper provided and we will put them up on the wall here.  Can you 
tell me why you chose that word?. 
 
Now can I ask you to visualise a roller coaster with its many ups and downs.  Is that how you 
visualise your experience in first year?   
Can you give me words/instances/feelings that describe the challenges and also the positives 
of your first year so far. 
 
Discussion will take place around this. 
 
Pre-Entry 
 Had you ever been to visit WIT before (or any HEI)? 
 How did you choose your programme? 
 Did you engage with the college before starting your course? E.g. open day, CAO drop 
in week 
Focus on First year (social) 
 What helped you so far in your first year in college? 
 Is there any difference to being in second semester to your first semester?  
 What did you find the most challenging part of transition for you? 
 How did you overcome that (or have you)? 
 Is it easy or difficult to meet new people?, How did you go about this? 
 Is there anything you could think of that could be done and would benefit other students 
and to make transition easier?  
 What can WIT do to help improve this for students? 
 Did you attend your induction session in a)September b)January.  Was it useful? 
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 How do you think that induction could be changed/improved to be more useful? 
 If you could give some advice to next years’ new students, what would it be? 
 
Peer-support Programme 
 Were you involved in a peer-support programme? 
 How did you find it? 
 Did it help your transition in any way? 
 Would you recommend it for next year’s first years? 
 What things (if any) did you find it useful for? 
 Did you contact your mentor about anything? 
 
Academic 
 Is the course what you expected it to be? (what were your expectations?) 
 Are you keeping up to date with your assignments? 
 What things about your study do you find difficult? 
 What things do you find easier? 
 Who would approach if you were having difficulty with your studies? 
 Do you like your programme of study? 
 What do you think about semester structure? 
 Is there anything you could suggest that could be done differently? 
 
Thoughts of leaving 
 Have you thought about leaving your progamme? 
 What made you stay? 
 If you were thinking of leaving, would you talk to someone about your decision?/ Would 
you know who to talk to? 
 Do you know how to access services in WIT? 
 If you were to leave, would you return to WIT? 
 
Financial 
 Did you have an accurate expectation of the cost of going to college? 
 Were there costs you weren’t expecting? 
 
Awareness of supports and services available 
 How aware are you of the current supports available? 
 Do you know how to access them? (and where they are located) 
 Did you read the Student Information Handbook? 
 Are you a member of any Clubs or Societies? 
 Do you know who your class rep is?  
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Appendix 6 - Interview Questions 
 
Pre-Entry Experiences and Expectations 
1. Have other members of your family gone to college? 
 Did you learn anything from them before going to college? 
 Did they give you advice? 
 
2. Were you prepared for coming to college? 
 How did you prepare? 
3. What were your expectations of college before starting? 
 Has your experience met your expectations? 
 Did you come here straight from leaving cert? 
 Has that been a benefit or a drawback? 
 In what way? 
4. What do you hope to achieve after completing your course? 
5. Did your experiences before coming here impact on your expectations of the P2P programme, 
do you think? 
 Why do you think that is? 
 Was it a benefit or a drawback for you? 
 




1. Can you think back to September and tell me about your experience starting first year? 
 Was there anything difficult about it? 
 Was there anything that you did not find difficult? 
 What was your biggest fear coming to college? 
 Were you worried about anything before you started? 
 Is there anything that helped to make this time easier? 
 
2. Can you tell me about a time that you felt a sense of belonging to or that you felt included in 
WIT? 
 How?/Why not? 
 
3. Was there anything significant that you recall that helped you find your feet in the Institute? 
4. How has participating in P2P impacted on your first few weeks in college? 
 Has having a P2P mentor been helpful or not helpful? 
 In what way? 
 
Part of starting in higher education is about meeting new people and getting to know them. I would 




Forming Social Connections and Relationships 
1. What role did getting to know people and making friends play in your experience of first year? 
 Did you find it difficult to meet people? 
 Did you get involved in activities outside the classroom? 
 
2. Is it important to you to be part of group in the Institute? 
 Why do you think so? 
 What are the benefits? 
 What type of people (staff, peers, classmates) 
 What type of connections? 
 What do you use those connections and networks for? 
 
3. Is there a time that you didn’t feel supported by friends or others in the Institute? 
 Is there a time that you felt supported? 
 
4. Is there a time when you asked someone in WIT for help with something?   
 Did you ever ask your mentor for help with something? 
 Was that helpful? 
 Did you find your mentor approachable? 
 
5. Did P2P impact play role in making connections or meeting people? 
 Was this a positive or negative impact? 
 Why do you think this is? 
 Did you meet people from outside your classroom by participating in P2P? 
 
6. Would you recommend peer mentoring to another first year student? 
 Why/Why not? 
 What was the most helpful aspect of participating in P2P? 




1. Do you enjoy your course and did you always enjoy it? 
 What do you enjoy?/not enjoy about it  
 Tell me about your experience starting your course. 
 
2. Were you prepared for your course? 
 How did you prepare? 
 
3. Was there anything significant that helped you to adjust to your course? 
 What was it 
 Why 
 
4. Was there anything that you feel made it more difficult to adjust? 
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 Why was that do you think? 
 










I hope you are well.  Thank you very much for participating in the interview with me a number 
of weeks ago and sharing your experience of first year and the P2P programme. 
 
At the interview, you requested that a transcript of the interview was sent to you by email.  Please 
find attached the transcript.  If there is any part of this that you would like to change or do not 
want me to use, please let me know. 
 
I would be grateful if you could get back to me by Monday 29th May.  If I do not hear back from, 
I will assume that you are happy with the content.  If you are making changes, can you do so 
using the track change facility in Word. 
 










































Appendix 9 - Focus Groups Thematic Analysis Phase 2 Codes and Descriptions 
Code Name Description of Code 
Academic  - Other Other comments about the 
programme/studying/exams etc. 
Academic - Suggestions for Help Participants made suggestions for how they could 
be supported with academic difficulties and 
challenges. 
Academic Advice for First Years Advice for academic related matters that 
participants would give to incoming first year 
students 
Academic Feedback References to receiving feedback on academic 
work, continuous assessment etc. 
Academic Referencing Where participants refer to academic referencing 
Adjusting Socially Participants discuss what helped them to adjust 
socially and to meet people 
Awareness of Supports Comments from participants that refer to 
awareness (or lack of) of SLL/Student supports 
Challenges - Academic References to academic challenges of first year; 
studying, examinations, projects, deadlines etc. 
Challenges - Other Where students mention other challenges about 
starting in college outside of academic and social 
challenges e.g. budgeting, cooking etc. 
Challenges - Social References to social challenges that participants 
faced starting in college 
Choosing Programme References to how participants chose their course 
or factors that influenced their choice of course 
Class Reps Awareness (or lack of) of class rep structure and 
examples of how they would use or have used the 
structure 
Class Size References to numbers in classes/tutorials etc 
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Clubs and Societies Broad references to either awareness of or 
involvement with various clubs and societies 
Differences Between Campuses Where participants have mentioned/brought up 
differences in facilities/supports/services etc. on 
different campuses 
Differences Between S1 and S2 Where participants referred to differences they 
experienced between semester 1 and semester 2 
Expectations of College Life Where students refer to what they expected life at 
college to be like in terms of financial costs, living 
expenses etc. 
Expectations of Programme Where participants talked about the pre-entry 
expectations they had of the course - what they 
thought it would be like and the reality 
Feelings Now Words and phrases used by participants to explain 
how they are feeling now (or discussions related to 
this) 
Feelings Starting Words or phrases used by participants to describe 
feelings and emotions on first day at the Institute 
Friendships Where students refer to friendships that they have 
formed or what forming friendship meant to them 
Importance of Social Interactions Contains references to the importance of social 
interactions/activities 
Making Connections Times when participants refer to 
groups/bonds/networks, the impact of being part of 
these groups and networks and hoe they became 
part of these networks. 
Meeting People Where participants talked about how they meet 
people, the importance of meeting people and any 
fears about this 
Orientation References to participants' experiences or 
recollections of orientation events or activities 
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Orientation - Suggestions Suggestions that participants made for how 
orientation could be improved 
Orientation Activities - 
Department 
Orientation activities organised be the dept. or 
programme that participants spoke of 
P2P Becoming a Mentor Any references to participants becoming mentors in 
the future 
P2P Experiences Participants' experiences of P2P - positive and 
negative 
P2P Role Participants' perspective and comments about the 
role of P2P and the mentor. 
Prior Educational Experiences Participants spoke about prior educational 
experiences and those immediately before entry 
Programme Structure Comments about the programme structure 
Return to Institute Where participants refer to whether they would 
return to WIT if they changed programme 
Semester 1 Where participants spoke about semester 1 
Semesterisation Experiences of and opinions on semsertisation 
Social Advice for First Years Advice that participants would give to new first year 
students regarding non-academic matters; meeting 
people, getting involved 
Suggestions - P2P Suggestions from participants how to improve P2P 
Suggestions for Communications Suggestions from participants as to how p2p 
mentors and/or SLL staff should communicate 
Suggestions to Help with 
Challenges 
Suggestions from students on what would help 
them with the challenges they face starting in HE 
(outside of academic and meeting people/social).  
More practical challenges 
Thoughts of Leaving Any references to thoughts of leaving 
Who to Approach - Don't Know When participants said they would not know who to 
approach if they were having difficulties 
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Who to Approach - Family Where participants said they would approach family 
members if they were having difficulties 
Who to Approach - Lecturers Where participants said they would approach 
lecturers if they were having difficulties 
Who to Approach - Other Where participants outlined other sources like SU, 
Supports services etc. if they were experiencing 
difficulties 
Who to Approach Friends - Peers Where participants said they would approach peers 





Appendix 10 - Focus Groups Thematic Analysis Phase 3 Themes and Codes 
Name Sources References 
Social Integration 5 159 
Transition 5 33 
Adjusting Socially 5 31 
Feelings Starting 5 27 
Differences between S1 and S2 4 18 
Social Advice for First Years 4 16 
Importance of Social Interactions 4 14 
Feelings Now 4 10 
Friendships 4 10 
Forming Social Connections and 
Relationships 
5 155 
Making Connections 5 48 
Meeting People 5 45 
Challenges - Social 5 24 
Who to Approach Friends - Peers 5 20 
Clubs and Societies 5 18 
Academic Integration 5 94 
Academic Challenges 5 37 
Differences between S2 and S1 4 18 
Academic Referencing 2 12 
Academic - Other 3 10 
Orientation Activities Department 4 9 
Academic Advice for First Years 4 8 
P2P 5 85 
P2P Experience 5 43 
P2P Role 5 42 
Academic or Programme Structure 5 63 
Semesterisation 5 24 
Class Size 4 14 
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Academic Feedback 1 13 
Programme Structure 3 12 
Awareness of Support Structures 5 61 
Orientation 5 30 
Class Reps 4 16 
Awareness of Supports 5 15 
Pre-Entry 5 55 
Choosing Programme 5 33 
Prior Educational Experiences 5 22 
Suggestions from Students 5 50 
Suggestions - P2P 5 23 
Suggestions for Communications 4 12 
Orientation - Suggestions 5 8 
Academic -  Suggestions for Help 4 7 
Expectations 5 47 
Expectations of Programme 5 26 
Expectations of College Life 4 21 
Adjustment to and Challenges of College 
Life 
5 44 
Thoughts of Leaving 5 19 
Challenges - Other 3 15 
Suggestions to Help With Challenges 2 10 
Other Support Connections 5 21 
Who to Approach - Lecturers 5 15 
Who to Approach - Family 2 3 
Who to Approach - Other 1 2 
Who to Approach – Don’t Know 1 1 
Return to Institute 3 7 
Differences between campuses 1 5 





Appendix 11 - Focus Groups Thematic Analysis Phase 4 Themes and Codes 
Name Description Sources Refs 
Academic 
Integration 
Merging of codes that refer to academic matters 




for 1st Yearrs 
Advice for academic related matters that students 
would give to incoming first year students 
4 8 





Where students refer to referencing 2 12 
challenges 
academic 
References to academic challenges of first year; 
studying, examinations, projects, deadlines etc. 
5 37 
Diff between S2 
and S1 
References to differences between semester 1 










Challenges that participants encountered when 
starting college (non-social or academic) 
5 44 
Challenges Other Where students mention other challenges about 
first year in higher education.  Challenges outside 




Suggestions from students on what would help 
them with the challenges they face starting in HE 
(outside from academic and meeting 









Codes and themes that are not directly relevant to 






Broad theme to group codes that refer to 
academic matters but not to academic integration 
including class size, semesterisation, the structure 




References to receiving feedback on academic 
work CA etc. 
1 13 
Class Size References to numbers in classes/tutorials etc. 4 14 
Programme 
Structure 
Comments about the programme structure 3 12 




Participants' level of awareness of various 




Awareness of SLL/Student handbook/Retention 
Office 
5 15 
class reps Awareness of class rep structure and examples of 





Where participants have discussed differences in 
facilities/supports/services etc. on different 
campuses 
1 5 
Orientation References to participants' experiences or 




Other people that participants stated they would 
or would not contact if in difficulty 
5 21 
Who to Approach 
– Don’t Know 
When students said they would not know who to 
approach if they were having difficulties 
1 1 
Who to Approach 
-Family 
Where students said they would approach family 




Who to Approach 
- Lecturers 
Where students said they would approach 
lecturers if they were having difficulties 
5 15 
Who to Approach 
-Other 
SU, Supports services etc. 1 2 
Return to 
Institute 
Where students refer to whether they would 




Suggestions that were made by participants 
regarding the P2P programme, student 





  4 7 
communications Suggestions from students as to how p2p mentors 




Suggestions that students make to improve 
induction activities 
5 8 




How participants formed social connections, 
being part of a group, meeting people outside 
your own class groups and using these 
connections to get help, support and info. 
5 155 
Challenges Social References to social challenges that participants 




references to knowledge of or involvement with 




Times when students refer to 
groups/bonds/networks, the impact of being part 
of these groups and networks and accessing these 
networks. 
5 48 
Meeting people Where students talk about how they meet people 





Who to Approach 
Friends Peers 
Who would students approach to discuss 
difficulties they are experiencing 
5 20 
P2P Participants' experience of P2P and the role it 
played in making connections 
5 85 
P2P Experience Participants experiences of P2P 5 43 
P2P Role in 
making 
connections 
Students perceptions and comments about the 
role of P2P 
5 42 
P2P becoming a 
mentor 
Where students referred to becoming mentors 




Pre-Entry Information and Expectations of College 
Life 
5 102 
Expectations Expectations about College 5 47 
Expectations of 
College Life 
Where participants refer to what they expected 
life at college to be like in terms of financial costs, 




Where participants talked about the pre-entry 
expectations they had of the course - what they 









References to how participants chose their course 




Participants spoke about prior educational 
experiences and those immediately before entry 
5 22 
Social Integration Importance of social integration, meeting people 
and forming social connections to participants 
5 159 
Diff between S2 
and S1 
References to differences between semester 1 
and semester 2 
4 18 
Feelings Now words/phrases  used to how students are feeling 




Feelings starting Words used to describe feelings and emotions on 
first day at the Institute 
5 27 




Advice for 1st 
Years 
Advice students that first year students would 





Reference to where students state what helped 
them overcome social challenges 
5 31 
Social Contains references to social 
interactions/activities 
4 14 





Appendix 12 - Focus Groups Thematic Analysis Phase 5 Themes and Codes 
Name Description 
Forming Social Connections 
and Relationships 
How participants formed social connections, being part 
of a group, meeting people outside your own class groups 
and using these connections to get help, support and 
info. 
Making connections Times when students refer to groups/bonds/networks, 
the impact of being part of these groups and networks 
and accessing these networks. 
Meeting people Where students talk about how they meet people or the 
relevance of meeting people and fears around it. 
Challenges Social References to social challenges that students face in the 
first year of college 
Who to Approach Friends 
Peers 
Who would students approach to discuss difficulties they 
are experiencing 
clubs and societies references to knowledge of or involvement with clubs 
and societies 
Social Integration Importance of social integration, meeting people and 
forming social connections to participants 
Transition Where students talk about transition 
overcoming social challenges Reference to where students state what helped them 
overcome social challenges 
Feelings starting Words used to describe feelings and emotions on first day 
at the Institute 
Diff between S2 and S1 References to differences between semester 1 and 
semester 2 
Non Academic Advice for 1st 
Years 
Advice students that first year students would give to 
new first year students regarding non-academic matters 
Social Contains references to social interactions/activities 
Feelings Now words/phrases  used to how students are feeling now or 
discussions about it 
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Friendships Where students refer to friendships that they have 
formed. 
Thoughts of Leaving Discussion references to thoughts of leaving 
Academic Integration Merging of codes that refer to academic matters and 
adjusting to academic life or initial academic challenges. 
challenges academic References to academic challenges of first year; studying, 
examinations, projects, deadlines etc. 
Diff between S2 and S1 References to differences between semester 1 and 
semester 2 
Academic Referencing Where students refer to referencing 
Academic other Other comments about the programme/studying/exams 
etc 
Induction activities dept. Induction activities organised be the dept. or programme 
Academic advice for 1st Years Advice for academic related matters that students would 
give to incoming first year students 
Pre-Entry and Expectations Pre-Entry Information and Expectations of College Life 
Pre-Entry Information Information about experiences before starting college 
Choosing Programme References to how participants chose their course or 
factors that influenced their choice of course 
Prior Educational Experiences Participants spoke about prior educational experiences 
and those immediately before entry 
Expectations Expectations about College 
Expectations of Programme Where participants talked about the pre-entry 
expectations they had of the course - what they thought 
it would be like and the reality 
Expectations of College   Life Where participants refer to what they expected life at 
college to be like in terms of financial costs, living 
expenses etc 
Contextual Information Codes and themes that are not directly relevant to the 




Awareness of support 
structures 
  
Academic or Programme 
Structure 
Refs where students spoke about semesterisation, class 
size, academic feedback and programme structure 
Suggestions from Participants Suggestions that were made by participants regarding 
the P2P programme, student orientation, communication 
with mentors and their course. 
Adjustment and Challenges of 
College Life 
Challenges that participants encountered when starting 
college (non-social or academic) 
Other Support Connections Other people that students state they would or would not 
contact if in difficulty 
Return to WIT Where students refer to whether they would return to 
WIT if they changed programme 
P2P becoming a mentor   
Differences between 
campuses 
Where students have mentioned/brought up differences 
in facilities/supports/services etc on different campuses. 
 




























Appendix 14 - Examples of Themes and Sub-themes from NVivo 
 
A. Sample of themes and sub-themes from Nvivo for Thematic Analysis Stage 1 (Focus Groups) 
 




B. Samples of themes and sub-themes from NVivo for Thematic Analysis Stage 2 (Interviews) 
 






3.  Phase 5 (IN) Benefits of Connections and Networks Theme from NVivo 
 
 





Appendix 15 - Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 2 Memo File from NVivo 
Deleted the Node "Diffs between them and Others" on 3/10/2017 
There were three refs from 3 separate sources.  On review two were already coded to two existing 
nodes ("Adjustment - Feelings" and "Expectations") which were more relevant.  The third ref was 
coded incorrectly. 
 
The "Diff Perspectives and Views" node potentially could be divided into those that see it as 
knowledge or as a form of capital. 
 
The "Engagement with Clubs, Societies and Events" node has refs to where students mentioned 
if they did or didn’t engage with clubs etc. Needs to be reviewed to seperate these to see whether 
engaging helped them make connections or not 
 
5/10/2017 
"Enjoyment/Happy" possibly could be removed - could be more to do with friendship 
The same applies to "Feel better about yourself" - just one reference in this node 
 
"Felt unable to ask for help" has two references from one source which are about homesickness 
and how the student felt at this time and didn’t want to talk to people 
 
"Getting Information" had two refs from one sources and was deleted 
The first ref was already more correctly coded to "Guidance and advice" and the second was 
coded to "Expanding Networks" 
 
Suggest that Guidance and Advice and Having someone to go to might be combined 
 
23/10/2017 
Cognitive Dissonance - this node was deleted.  Two of the references were already coded and 
more appropriately so.  The other two were coded to "P2P Initial Connections and Meeting 
People" and "Role of Peers", 
 
Renamed "Academic Work" to "Academic Work and Adjustment".  "Adjustment - Academic" 
had only one reference which was more suitably coded to "Academic Work and Adjustment". 
 
This means that at the end of Phase 2 four nodes have zero references (have been deleted) 
and so there are 55 remaining nodes.  Only the 55 nodes will be copied in to the next phase 





Appendix 16 -Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 2 Codes and Descriptions 




Refs to how p2p helped make connections and 
meet people initially 
15 51 
Role of peers Participants opinions on the role of their peers 14 43 
Adjustment - 
getting to know 
others initially 
Refs to how easy/diff it was to get to know 
others or how they met others 
12 36 
P2P Adjustment - 
Reassurance 
Support 
How p2p helped with provide re-assurance 





References to meeting people outside close 
group of friends and class group - how they did 









clubs and societies 
and events 
Has the student engaged with any clubs 
societies etc. and social events?  If so Has this 
helped to make connections 
14 32 
Academic work and 
adjustment 
Refs to workload, modules exams etc. and 









Refs to how students were feeling prior to and 
starting college 
14 25 




Feeling Part of 
Where students refer to feeling they belong to 








Where students talk about how having 




How p2p helps extend connections and meet 
those outside of class or close friends 
12 25 
Prior experience How students felt that prior experience 
impacted on adjustment 
13 25 
Preparation Refs to how they prepared for coming to 
college and if they felt prepared 
12 22 
Self-Description Refs to how sociable or shy, easy or difficult it is 
to meet new people and adapt to new 
situations - how they describe themselves 
11 20 
Academic help Refs to help from or helping others with 
academic work 
9 19 
Fears and Doubts Fears or doubts about starting college/ability 
etc. 
15 19 
Expectations Expectations prior to starting of what college 




how p2p helped with the adjustment and 
finding way around 
11 18 
Future plans Students current plans for further study or 
employment once completed course 
14 16 
P2P Academic help Where mentors or P2P workshops etc. have 
helped with academic aspects 
10 16 
Not to be alone Refs to not wanting to be alone to want to have 
friends 
9 13 
having someone to 
go to 
Having someone to ask - someone to go to 9 12 
Motivation Where being part of a group motivates you 7 11 
Support and help Where students mention the support and help 







Refs to importance of being known, recognised 
or someone saying hello to you. 
8 11 




How having connections makes you feel 
wanted and welcome 
6 10 
P2P help How P2P has provided help to students 7 10 
Adjustment - 
navigation 
Refs to size, finding classes and rooms etc. 7 9 





Where students have mentioned that they 
have felt encouraged or more confident 
through making connections 
5 8 
P2P Not feeling 
alone 
Where students mentioned that P2P 
contributed to them not feeling alone 
5 8 
To have people to 
meet up with 
To have people to meet up with socialise wit go 
for lunch etc 
5 8 
To Learn from 
others 
Learning from others or learning new things 
from making connections 
5 7 
Help you to stay Where students felt  that having friend helps 




Where students mention feeling a sense of 





How meeting others and making connections 





Where students detail if they are enjoying their 




How other students can give guidance and 






P2P Belonging and 
Safety 




Refs to where P2P mentors/activities provided 
encouragement and/or helped to build 
confidence. 
2 4 
Reduces worry or 
anxiousness 
Where getting to know people and connections 
help to reduce feelings of anxiousness or worry 
2 4 
similar interests Refs to meeting people with similar interests or  
like-minded people 
4 4 
A time you did not 
feel supported 
Responses to the above question 3 3 
Feel better about 
yourself or Self 
Esteem 
Refs to when connections make you feel better 
about yourself, happy or improve self-esteem 
2 3 
Meeting others Refs to meeting other people 3 3 
Someone to talk to Having someone to share problems with. 
Things that are not related to college life maybe 
1 3 





Stds asked if there was a time they didn't feel 
supported 
2 2 
Felt unable to ask 
for help and alone 
A time when you felt alone 1 2 
Safety and security Where students talk of feeling safe 1 2 
To be with similar 
people 
How making connections allows you to be with 




Appendix 17 -Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 2 Notes 
Interviews: Initial Themes and Notes 
 Support 




 Reassurance (when feeling self-doubt, panicking. Hearing others have been through it) 
o "feel like you're going to be ok and you can stick it out" 
 Advice 
 Motivation/makes you driven 
 Friendship 
 Help ease you in/settle/find your feet 
 To feel welcome/ belonging/part of something/comfortable – not an outsider and that 
nobody knows wo you are 
 To have someone 
 Feel better about yourself/happy 
 Career information/future employment opportunities 
 Academic knowledge 
 Included/not alone 
 People you can relate to/shared experiences 
 Makes it easier to adapt to the new environment 
 Someone to talk to (A weight lifted) 
 Similar interests/like-minded people 
 Someone to count on – back you up 
 Broaden perspectives 
 Understanding 
 Opportunity 
 Aspire to be like them 
 Learning new things 
 Guide you 
 Sense of community 
 Makes college better to feel part of a community and lees daunting 
 Access to a base of like-minded people 
 Comforting 
 Insight 
 Company/people to hang out with/to talk to 
 Improves confidence. Do things you never thought you’d do 
 Experiencing new things and new people 
 Know different groups not to limit your sources 
 Developing skills 
 Like a family 
 You are not scared to engage 
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Builds self esteem 
Familiarity 
Not feeling out of place 




Appendix 18 - Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 3 Memo File from NVivo 
Notes from NVivo Memo File – Phase 3 Interviews 
Contains details of changes, amendments and some quotes for data 
Meeting People Getting to Know People and Making Friends 
A new overarching node called "Meeting People Getting to Know People and Making Friends" 
was created.  This node is to group together all the nodes the contain references to when 
students talk of the importance that this holds for them.  It is about feelings that meet a need 
not to be alone or isolated and to make friends.  Students also spoke of reasons as to why this 
is important for them 
1. Adjustment - Getting to now others initially 
2. Company and Friendship 
Interview 11 
3. Comfort and Feeling Comfortable (Interview 7) 
4. Enjoyment and Happy (Interview 10) 
5. Feel Better about yourself or Self Esteem 
6. Having Someone to Go To 
7. Meeting Others 
The four references in the node Meeting Others were reviewed with the aim of re-coding as this 
node is not clear in its description 
The following was moved to “not to Be Alone”  
Another ref was already more appropriately coded to “Engagement with Clubs and Societies”.  
The final reference was re-coded to “Reduces Worry or Anxiousness” 
8. Not to be Alone 
9. Reduces Worry or Anxiousness 
10. Safety and Security 
11. To be acknowledged or known (Interview 14 & interview 9) 
12. Someone to talk to – will combine this with “Having someone to go to” 
13. P2P Not Feeling Alone (Interview 14 and Interview 9)   
14. To Have People to Meet up With 
Interview 1: Un-coded the following because it fits better in “Feeling Wanted Connected and 
Welcome” where it was also coded as this is more an advantage than student articulated than 
something they needed.  
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Interview 15: Also un-coded this following ref as it was already in “Expanding Networks and 
Connections” 
 
Benefits of Connections and Networks 
Created the above node to group references and nodes where students articulated their 
perceived benefits of making connections, being part of a group and expanding their networks 
1. Academic Help 
This node contains reference to how they were helped by others or helped people themselves 
with academic work, assignments, exams etc. through the connections that they have made. 
Interview 1: asking friends for help 
Interview 10: would go to someone older like a second year 
Interview 7:  
 
2. Different Perspectives and Views 
Looking at this node and the node Expanding Networks and connections, I created a new node 
called “Increased options” as students were talking about how being part of a network gave 
them a wider choice of friends etc. Two references from this node were re-coded to “Increased 
Options” 
Interview 6:   
3. Expanding Options and Networks (Might belong in an extra theme about how students meet 
people and then possibly linked to how clubs and societies) 
Again this node contained a mix of references where students were actually talking about the 
process of meeting and expanding to new groups of people which is distinct from the benefits 
that they see from doing this.  The word Process was added to the title of this node during Phase 
3 to reflect its contents more accurately. As a result 3 references were re-coded to the 
“Increased Options” node. 1 ref was re-coded “Help you to stay” and “Encouragement and 
Support” because it indicated both of these in the same quote which was from Interview 6.  
1 reference was re-coded to “Not to be alone” as it fitted more appropriately there as it was out 
why it is important to make friends. 
One ref was un-coded as it was already coded to “similar interests” 
Another node was un-coded and re-coded to two nodes: “To Learn from Others” and “Different 
Views and Perspectives (Interview 9) 
4. Helps you to Stay 
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Interview 11  
5. Encouragement and Confidence 
Interview 11 and interview 9 
6. Feeling Wanted Connected and Welcome 
Interview 1 and Interview 14  
7. Motivation 
Interview 11: might have dropped out if friends did not keep him motivated  
Interview 4:  
8. Sense of Community 
Where students mention feeling a sense of community through connections that they have 
made 
The following was re-coded to the node “Feeling better about yourself and self esteem”  
Interview 14, Interview 6, Interview 9:  
9. Similar Interests and Similar People 
This Node “Similar Interests” was renamed to “Similar Interests and Similar People” and 
combined the references coded to the nodes “similar Interests” and “To be with Similar People” 
Interview 13 and Interview 6  
10. Support and Help 
Interview 14, Interview 3 Interview 6 (important to be in a supportive group environment). 
11. Guidance and Advice 
 
12. To Learn From Others 
Interview 9 (different experiences) and Interview 2.   
13. To Make Contacts 
Interview 2 and Interview 6:  
 
Personal Background and Experience 
This theme is used to group nodes that detail references to students’ prior experience and 
personal factors like family, advice etc. 
1. Prior Academic Experience & Prior Personal Experiences 
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Renamed this node from “Prior Experience” to “Prior Academic Experience”.  Students explained 
their previous academic experience and if/how that impacted on their adjustment.  References 
that were to do with academic experience before entering the Institute remained in this node. 
~Other experiences were re-coded to a new node “Prior Personal Experience” 
One ref was re-coded to “Self-Description” 
2. Preparation & “How Prepared Students Felt” 
This node was divided into two nodes.  “Preparation” focuses on what students did to prepare 
and “How Prepared Students felt” was created to re-code references about whether students 
felt prepared or not coming to college.  
Interview 2:   
3. Advice Received 
This node and the three sub-nodes (Advice – Course Choice, Advice – Encouragement and 
Support, Advice – Other) were moved to this theme.   
This node contains all the different types of advice and encouragement that students received 
around their to decision to come to the Institute/pick their course 
Advice Received – Course Choice 
Interview 10 (brother), Interview 11 (friends).   
Advice Received – Encouragement and Support 
Interview 23 (do you something you enjoy), Interview 5 (Definitely do what makes you happy)  
Advice Received – Other 
Interview 4  
 
4. Adjustment and Transition Period 
This theme brings nodes together where students talk of how they were feeling when they first 
started in college and issues that they encountered. 
Adjustment – Initial Feelings 
Interview 3: (not knowing what to expect), Interview 1 (nervous) 
Interview 10: (coming out of your shell), Interview 12, Interview. 
Adjustment – Navigation 
Where students talk about their experience finding classes and rooms etc., reading timetables, 
navigating the campus and how they did it. 
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Interview 14, Interview 2, Interview 4 
Expectations 
Where students referred to their expectations prior to starting of what they thought college life 
or the course might be like. This node contains a mix of references about meeting people, the 
course and academic side and  
Interview 14:  (expected it to be easier than it was), Interview 2, Interview 7 (expected it to be a 
lot harder), Interview 8 (different to school) 
Academic work and Adjustment 
Interview 1 (study skills), Interview  (new things and science – found it hard). 
Interview 9:  completely different  - need to learn how WIT does it  
 
Fears and Doubts 
Where students talk about fears or worries they had about starting or before starting in college. 
This is mostly around social and academic aspects. 
Interview 13 (not making friends), Interview 15 (Not knowing anyone ), Interview 2 (getting back 
to academic work), Interview 9 (not knowing anyone). 
 
5. Process of Making Connections 
Expanding Networks and Connections. 
This node is where students talk about how widened their networks or other references to this. 
This can be through class, social events, nights out, accommodation etc. 
Interview 1, Interview 13, Interview 9 
 
Engagement with Clubs and Societies 
Students Talk about their engagement with clubs and societies and detail if they did if has helped 
them to meet people and make connections 
Interview 11, Interview 12 and Interview 8 
 
6. Relationship with Peers 
Role of Peers 
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Where students talk about why they believe their peers are a source of support and why they 
can approach them. 
Use of words like ‘less intimidating’, ‘on the same level’. ‘know what we have gone through’, 
‘they understand’, ‘easier to approach’ and being ‘more comfortable’ 
Interview 1, Interview 10, Interview 12, Interview 15, Interview 9 
 
7. Relationship with Academic Staff 
Students talked about whether they would or wouldn’t approach academic staff if they needed 
help and how they felt about it. They also talk about reasons why they would go to academic 
staff. 
Would or Has approached Academic staff 
Interview 4:  
Would Approach Academic Staff after a while 
Interview 14:  
 
8. Self-Description 
This node contains references where students have described themselves or given information 
about how sociable or shy they think they are or how easy or difficult it is for them to meet new 
people and adapt to new situations. 
Interview 11:  
Interview 12: struggle even though doesn’t like to admit it. 
Interview 14: very shy 
Interview 15: not shy at all. 
 
9. P2P Programme 
All of the nodes where students spoke about different aspects of the P2P programme specifically 
and their experiences and perceptions of it have been grouped into this theme. 
P2P Academic Help 
Where mentors or P2P workshops etc have helped with academic issues, assignments etc. 




P2P Adjustment – Reassurance Support 
How p2p provide re-assurance during their adjustment 
Interview 1: (would have left without the support in the beginning) 
Interview 10: (helps you settle) 
 
P2P Adjustment Navigation 
How p2p helped with the adjustment and finding their way around and navigating their new 
surroundings. 
Interview 11, Interview 2, Interview 4  
P2P Belonging  
References to how P2P made students feel that they belonged. 
Interview 13:  
 
P2P  Help Encouragement and Confidence 
Where students feel that the mentor has helped them with problems or are someone they can 
go to or that they felt that P2P mentors/activities provided encouragement and/or helped to 
build confidence. 
Interview 8, Interview 9 
P2P Extending Connections 
How p2p helped extend connections and meet people outside of class or close friends 
Interview 1, Interview 10 (you even get to know other mentors), Interview 4: (helped them 
bond), Interview 14:  
 
P2P Initial Connections and meeting People 
Interview 1, Interview 10 (having a mentor group helped to mingle more) 
Interview 2 (team building) , Interview 5 (interacting with each other in a fun way),Interview 7 
(support like a helping ladder) 
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P2P Relationship with Assigned Mentor 
Interview 1 (helped me so much)  
Interview 13 (did not ask mentor for help) 
Interview 14 (mentor very approachable.   
Interview 3 (gave me advice) 
Interview 5 (whatsapp) 
Interview 9 (friendly and approachable – on the same level) 
 
Miscellaneous 
The node “Didn’t feel supported” contained two refs and were re-coded to “Time you didn’t feel 
supported”. The node was then grouped the nodes reduces to zero 
Divided Belonging into two nodes (“Wanting to Belong” and “How or what helped them feel 
they belonged”) and re-coded the references accordingly 
There is a difference in the references; some are about wanting to feel they belong or a need to 
fit in.  Others are about how making friends, being part of a team or engaging in clubs and 
societies made them feel that they belonged. 
Wanting to belong  
Where students refer to the importance or needing to feel that they belong or fit I or why they 
think it is important to fit in. 
Interview13  
Interview 11:   
How or what helped them feel they belonged 
Interview 14: (knowing people)   
Interview 2: (peer mentor) 
Interview 8: (team).  
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Appendix 19 - Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 3 Themes and Codes 
Name Description Sources Refs 
P2P Programme All nodes that refer specifically to experiences and 





Refs to how participating in P2P helped participants 





When participants felt that participating in P2P 






Details of the interactions or relationship between 




Where participants referred to the role that p2p had 
in helping them to extend connections and meet 




Where mentors or P2P workshops etc. have 





Details of how participating in P2P helped 
participants to adjust to and navigate their new 
surroundings 
12 18 
P2P Not Feeling 
Alone 
When participants mentioned that P2P contributed 





Refs to where P2P mentors/activities provided 
encouragement and/or helped to build confidence 
and or are somewhere they believe they can go if 
they need help 
4 7 
P2P Belonging How participating in P2P made participants feel that 





Getting to know 
People and 
Making Friends 
This theme combines codes where participants have 
discussed the importance to them of meeting people 
and making friends 
16 130 
Adjustment - 
getting to know 
others initially 
Where students explained to how easy/diff it was for 




Where students talk about how having company 
and/or friends is important 
12 25 
Not to be alone Where students talk about how they do not want to 
be alone and want to be around others 
9 13 
Having someone 
to go to 




refs to importance of being known, recognised or 





Where students talk of comfort or feeling 
comfortable because  they have made friends or got 
to know people 
5 9 
To have people 
to meet up with 





Where getting to know people and connections 




Where students tell of making friends etc makes 
them happy of enjoy their time 
4 4 
Feel better 
about your self 
or Self Esteem 
Refs to when connections make you feel better 
about yourself, happy or improve self-esteem 
3 4 
Someone to talk 
to 
Having someoone to share problems with. Things 









This theme brings nodes together where students 
talk of how they were feeling when they first started 
in the Institute and issues that they encountered 




Refs to workload, modules exams etc. and their 





Refs to how participants were feeling prior to and 
starting college - nervousness and anything they 




Where participants talk about their thoughts, fears 
or doubts about starting college and their course etc. 
15 19 
Expectations Participants expectations prior to starting of what 




What students expected p2p to be like 10 10 
Adjustment - 
navigation 
Where participants talk about their experience 
finding classes and rooms etc., reading timetables, 





Where participants discussed the benefits they 
perceived from making connections, being part of a 
group and expanding their networks 
16 101 
Academic Help Reference to how they were helped by others or 
helped themselves with academic work, 
assignments, exams etc. 
9 17 
Motivation Where being part of a group has motivated them 7 11 
Support and 
Help 
Where participants mention the support and help 












Where participants articulated how making 
connections and being part of a network gave them 




Participants mentioned that they have felt 
encouraged or more confident through making 
connections 
5 8 
To Learn from 
Others 
Learning from others or learning new things through 
the connections they have made 
5 8 
Help you to stay Where participants stated or felt  that having friend 





Refs to meeting people with similar interests or  like-




Where participants discuss feeling a sense of 






How meeting others and making connections can 















References to participants' prior experience and 
personal factors like family, advice etc. 
15 73 
Advice received Refs to advice received about college, course choice 
before starting etc. 
15 25 
Advice - other Any other advice received about college 9 11 
Advice - course 
choice 













Students explained their previous academic 
experience and if/how that impacted on their 
adjustment 
14 24 
Preparation Refs to how they prepared for coming to college 12 17 
How prepared 
students felt 
Did students feel prepared starting in the Institute 3 5 
Prior Personal 
Experience 






Where participants discussed the process of making 
connections and how they did so 
14 52 
Engagement 
with clubs and 
societies and 
events 
Has the std engaged with any clubs societies etc. and 





groups - Process 
References to meeting people outside close group of 
friends and class group - if they have done this and 
how they did this.  The word Process was added to 
the title of this node to reflect its contents more 
accurately 
11 21 
Role of Peers Where participants talk about why they believe their 




Feeling Part of 
Something 
Involved 
Where students refer to feeling they belong to or a 
part of something 
10 25 
How or what 
helped them 
References where students spoke of things that 








References to wanting to belong or the importance 






Where participants discussed whether they would 
ask academic staff for help or not and how they feel 
about it 
11 24 
Would or has 
approached 
academic staff 
Where students indicate that they would or have 
already asked an academic staff member for help.  




after a while 
Where students say that they would approach 





Where students said that they would not approach 
academic staff for help. 
1 1 
Self Description Refs to how sociable or shy, easy or difficult it is to 
meet new people and adapt to new situations - how 
they describe themselves 
12 24 
Future plans Where students outline current plans for further 
study or employment once completed course 
14 16 
A time you did 
not feel 
supported 
Responses to the above question 5 5 
Felt unable to 
ask for help and 
alone 
A time when you felt alone 1 2 
Nodes Reduced 
to zero 
Redundant nodes where references were re-coded 
or already coded to another node during phase 3 
0 0 
To be with 
similar people 
How making connections allows you to be with 




Meeting others Refs to why meeting people is important 0 0 
Didn’t feel 
supported 







Appendix 20-Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 3 Themes and Description 
Theme and Nodes Description of the theme 
P2P Programme All nodes that refer specifically to P2P have been grouped 
together in one theme.  The nodes beneath this are where 
students referred to P2P as contributing to meeting 
people, adjusting etc. through either participation at 
events, their relationship with their mentor or by just 
helping them to meet others. 
P2P Initial Connections and 
Meeting People 
Refs to how p2p helps to make connections and meet 
people initially 
P2P Adjustment - 
Reassurance Support 
How students felt that P2P provided reassurance or 
support to them  
P2P relationship with 
assigned mentor 
Details of the interactions or relationships that students 
had with their assigned mentor 
P2P extending connections Where students referred to the role that p2p had in 
helping them to extend connections and meet people 
outside of class or close friends 
P2P Academic help Where mentors or P2P workshops etc. have provided 
assistance or help with academic issues, assignments etc. 
P2P Adjustment Navigation Details of how p2p helped with the adjustment and finding 
their way around their new surroundings. 
P2P Help Encouragement and 
Confidence 
Refs to where P2P mentors/activities provided 
encouragement and/or helped to build confidence and or 
are somewhere they believe they can go if they need help 
P2P Not feeling alone  Where students mentioned that P2P contributed to them 
not feeling alone 
P2P Belonging References to how P2P made students feel that they 
belonged 
Meeting People Getting to 
know People and Making 
Friends 
This theme combines nodes where students have 
mentioned the importance of meeting people and making 
friends and why it is important to them.   
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Adjustment - getting to know 
others initially 
Where students explained to how easy/diff it was for them 
to get to know others or how they met others 
Company and Friendship Where students talk about how having company and/or 
friends is important 
Not to be alone Where students talk about how they do not want to be 
alone and want to be around others 
Having someone to go to Having someone to ask - someone to go to 
To be acknowledged or 
known 
Refs to importance of being known, recognised or 
someone saying hello to you. 
Comfort and Feeling 
Comfortable 
Where students talk of comfort or feeling comfortable 
because  they have made friends or got to know people 
To have people to meet up 
with 
To have people to meet up with socialise with go for lunch 
etc 
Reduces worry or 
anxiousness 
Where getting to know people and connections helps to 
reduce feelings of anxiousness or worry 
Enjoyment and happy Where students tell how making friends etc. makes them 
happy of enjoy their time 
Feel better about yourself or 
Self Esteem 
Refs to when connections make you feel better about 
yourself, happy or improve self-esteem 
Someone to talk to Having someone to share problems with. Things that are 
not related to college life maybe 
Safety and security Where students talk of feeling safe 
Adjustment and Transition This theme brings nodes together where students talk of 
how they were feeling when they first started in the 
Institute and issues that they encountered during their 
transition and early days in the Institute. 
Academic work and 
adjustment 
Refs to workload, modules exams etc and their 
experiences adjusting to the academic aspects of college 
life. 
Adjustment - initial feelings Refs to how students were feeling prior to and starting 
college - nervousness and anything they were worried 
about or not worried about at all 
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Fears and Doubts Where students talk about their thoughts, fears or doubts 
about starting college and their course etc. 
Expectations Their expectations prior to starting of what college life or 
the course might be like 
Expectations of P2P What stds expected p2p to be like 
Adjustment - navigation Where students talk about their experience finding classes 
and rooms etc., reading timetables, navigating the campus 
and how they did it. 
Benefits of Connections and 
Networks 
Where students articulated their perceived benefits of 
making connections, being part of a group and expanding 
their networks 
Academic help Reference to how they were helped by others or helped 
people themselves with academic work, assignments, 
exams etc. 
Motivation Where being part of a group has motivated them 
Support and help Where students mention the support and help that 
knowing people has given them 
Feeling wanted, connected 
and welcome 
How having connections has made them feel wanted and 
welcome 
Increased Options Where students articulated how making connections and 




Where students have mentioned that they have felt 
encouraged or more confident through making 
connections 
To Learn from others Learning from others or learning new things through the 
connections they have made 
Help you to stay Where students felt  that having friend helps you to stay 
in college 
Similar interests and Similar 
People 
Refs to meeting people with similar interests or  like-
minded people and to be with similar people 
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Sense of community Where students mention feeling a sense of community 
through connections that they have made 
Guidance and advice  How other students can give guidance and advice to them 
Different perspectives and 
views 
How meeting others and making connections can expose 
them to different view points and perspectives 
To make contacts To make contacts which could a resource for the future 
Personal Experiences and 
Background 
This theme is used to group nodes that detail references 
to students prior experience and personal factors like 
family, advice etc. 
Advice received Refs to advice received about college, course choice 
before starting etc. 
Advice - other Any other advice received about college 
Advice - course choice Any advice received about choosing their programme 
Advice - encouragement 
and support 
Advice that encouraged or supported them in their 
decision 
Prior Academic Experience Students explained their previous academic experience 
and if/how they felt that it had impacted on their 
adjustment 
Preparation Refs to how they prepared for coming to college 
How prepared students 
felt 
Did students feel prepared starting in the Institute 
Prior Personal Experience What students felt they had learned from their prior 
experiences 
Process of Making Connections Where students talked about the process of making 
connections and how they did so 
Engagement with clubs and 
societies and events 
Has the student engaged with any clubs societies etc. and 
social events?  If so Has this helped to make connections 
Expanding networks and 
groups - Process 
References to meeting people outside close group of 
friends and class group - if they have done this and how 
they did this.  The word Process was added to the title of 
this node to reflect its contents more accurately 
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Role of Peers Where students talk about why they believe their peers 
are a source of support and why they can approach them 
Belonging And Feeling Part of 
Something Involved 
Where students refer to feeling they belong to or a part of 
something 
How or what helped them 
feel they belonged 
References where students spoke of things that made 
them feel that they belonged 
Wanting to belong References to wanting to belong or the importance of 
feeling that you belong 
Relationship and interactions 
with academic staff 
Where students discussed whether they would ask 
academic staff for help or not and how they feel about it 
Would or has approached 
academic staff 
Where students indicate that they would or have already 
asked an academic staff member for help.  Some talk of 
their experiences when they did this. 
Would approach academic 
staff after a while 
Where students say that they would approach academic 
staff after a while, but not initially 
Would not Approach 
Academic Staff 
Where students said that they would not approach 
academic staff for help. 
Self-Description Refs to how sociable or shy, easy or difficult it is to meet 
new people and adapt to new situations - how they 
describe themselves 
Future plans Where students outline current plans for further study or 
employment once completed course 
A time you did not feel 
supported 
Responses to the above question 
Felt unable to ask for help and 
alone 
  
Nodes Reduced to zero Redundant nodes where references were re-coded or 
already more appropriate coded to another node during 
phase 3 
Didn’t feel supported Students asked if there was a time they didn’t feel 
supported 
Meeting others Refs to why meeting people is important 
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Appendix 21 - Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 4 Amendments 
Potential Themes and Codes Comment 
P2P Programme Theme now removed and codes re-coded 
across other themes 
P2P Initial Connections and Meeting 
People 
Moved to Meeting People Getting to know 
People and Making Friends 
P2P Adjustment - Reassurance Support Moved to Why Peers? (new theme) 
P2P relationship with assigned mentor Moved to Why Peers? (new theme) 
P2P extending connections Moved to Process of Making Connections 
P2P Academic help Moved to Benefits of Connections and 
Networks 
P2P Adjustment Navigation Moved to Adjustment and Transition 
P2P Help Encouragement and Confidence Moved to Benefits of Connections and 
Networks 
P2P Not feeling alone Moved to Benefits of Connections and 
Networks 
P2P Belonging Moved to Belonging and Feeling Part of 
Something Involved 
Meeting People Getting to know People and 
Making Friends 
  
Adjustment - getting to know others     
initially 
 
Company and Friendship   
Not to be alone   
Having someone to go to   
To be acknowledged or known   
Comfort and Feeling Comfortable   
To have people to meet up with   
Reduces worry or anxiousness   
Enjoyment and happy   
Feel better about yourself or Self Esteem   
Someone to talk to   
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Safety and security   
P2P Initial Connections and Meeting 
People 
  
Adjustment and Transition   
Academic work and adjustment   
Adjustment - initial feelings   
Fears and Doubts   
Expectations   
Expectations of P2P   
Adjustment - navigation   
P2P Adjustment Navigation   
Benefits of Connections and Networks   
Academic help   
Motivation   
Support and help   
Feeling wanted, connected and welcome   
Increased Options   
Encouragement and Confidence   
To Learn from others   
Help you to stay   
Similar interests and Similar People   
Sense of community   
Guidance and advice   
Different perspectives and views   
To make contacts   
P2P Not feeling alone   
P2P Help Encouragement and Confidence   
P2P Academic help   
Personal Experiences and Background   
Advice received   
Advice - other   
Advice - course choice   
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Advice - encouragement and support   
Prior Academic Experience   
Preparation   
How prepared participants felt 
 
Prior Personal Experience   
Future Plans  
Process of Making Connections   
Engagement with clubs and societies and 
events 
  
Expanding networks and groups - Process   
P2P extending connections   
Belonging And Feeling Part of Something 
Involved 
  
How or what helped them feel they 
belonged 
  
Wanting to belong   
P2P Belonging   
Self Description   
Why Peers  New Theme Created 
P2P Adjustment - Reassurance Support   
Role of Peers   
P2P relationship with assigned mentor   
Relationship and interactions with 
academic staff 
  
Would or has approached academic staff   
Would approach academic staff after a 
while 
  
Would not Approach Academic Staff   
A time you did not feel supported   





Appendix 22 - Interviews Thematic Analysis Phase 5 Themes 
Name Description Sources Refs 
Interpersonal 
Relationships 
This theme groups both the value that 
students place on developing relationships 
and connections with peers and the process of 
how they developed these.  Two sub-themes 
are combined under this theme 
16 258 
Meeting People 
Getting to know 
People and Making 
Friends 
This theme combines codes where 
participants have discussed the importance to 
them of meeting people and making friends 
16 181 
Process of Making 
Connections 
Where participants talked about the process 





Where participants discussed the benefits 
they perceived from making connections, 
being part of a group and expanding their 
networks 
16 166 
Belonging And Feeling 
Part of Something 
Involved 
Where students refer to feeling they belong to 
or a part of something 
12 29 
P2P Academic help Where mentors or P2P workshops etc. have 
provided assistance or help with academic 
issues, assignments etc. 
11 21 
Academic help Reference to how they were helped by others 
or helped people themselves with academic 
work, assignments, exams etc. 
9 17 
Motivation Where being part of a group has motivated 
them 
7 11 
Support and help Where students mention the support and help 







How having connections has made them feel 
wanted and welcome 
6 10 
Increased Options Where students articulated how making 
connections and being part of a network gave 




Where students have mentioned that they 
have felt encouraged or more confident 
through making connections 
5 8 
To Learn from others Learning from others or learning new things 
through the connections they have made 
5 8 
P2P Not feeling alone Where students mentioned that P2P 
contributed to them not feeling alone 
5 8 
Help you to stay Where students felt  that having friend helps 





Refs to where P2P mentors/activities provided 
encouragement and/or helped to build 
confidence and or are somewhere they believe 
they can go if they need help 
4 7 
Similar interests and 
Similar People 
Refs to meeting people with similar interests 
or  like-minded people and to be with similar 
people 
4 6 
Sense of community Where students mention feeling a sense of 





How meeting others and making connections 
can expose them to different view points and 
perspectives 
3 3 
Guidance and advice How other students can give guidance and 
advice to them 
3 3 





Importance of Peers Why peers are important and the role that 
they play 
15 138 
Role of Peers Where students talk about why they believe 
their peers are a source of support and why 
they can approach them 
14 43 
P2P Adjustment - 
Reassurance Support 
How students felt that P2P provided 
reassurance or support to them 
14 36 
P2P relationship with 
assigned mentor 
Details of the interactions or relationships that 





Where students discussed whether they 
would ask academic staff for help or not and 
how they feel about it 
11 24 
Would or has 
approached academic 
staff 
Where students indicate that they would or 
have already asked an academic staff member 
for help.  Some talk of their experiences when 
they did this. 
6 11 
Would approach 
academic staff after a 
while 
Where students say that they would approach 
academic staff after a while, but not initially 
7 11 
Would not Approach 
Academic Staff 
Where students said that they would not 




Groups codes together where participants talk 
of how they were feeling when they first 
started in the Institute and issues that they 
encountered during their transition and early 
days in the Institute. 
15 135 
Academic work and 
adjustment 
Refs to workload, modules exams etc. and 
their experiences adjusting to the academic 
aspects of college life. 
13 30 
Adjustment - initial 
feelings 
Refs to how participants felt prior to and 
starting college -  and anything they were 




Fears and Doubts Where participants discussed their thoughts, 





Participants outlined if P2P helped them to 
adjust and finding their way around their new 
surroundings. 
12 18 
Expectations Participants' expectations prior to starting of 
what college life or the course might be like 
15 17 
Expectations of P2P What participants expected p2p to be like 10 10 
Adjustment - 
navigation 
Participants discussed their experience finding 
classes and rooms etc., reading timetables, 
navigating the campus and how they did it. 
7 9 
Feeling supported Responses to the question about a time they 
did not feel supported - all said there wasn’t a 
time 
5 5 
Felt unable to ask for 
help and alone 
A time when you felt alone 1 2 
Contextual 
Information 
This theme is used to group codes that detail 
references to students prior experience and 
personal factors like family, advice etc. which 
will help provide a context for students 
16 113 
Advice received Refs to advice received about college, course 




Participants explained their previous academic 
experience and if/how that impacted on their 
adjustment 
14 24 
Self Description Refs to how sociable or shy, easy or difficult it 
is to meet new people and adapt to new 
situations - how they describe themselves 
12 24 
Preparation Participants outlines how they prepared for 




Future Plans Where participants outline future plans for 









What participants felt they had learned from 






Appendix 23 - Example of Thematic Analysis (Stage 2 Interviews) 
 
1. Phase 1 Familiarising yourself with your data 
Over fourteen hours of recordings were transcribed.  The transcripts were read and re-read and 
the recordings were re-listened to in order to become familiar with the data. 
2. Phase 2 Generating initial codes 
Complete coding was carried out in both stages.  Fifty five codes were created during this phase.  
3. Phase 3 Searching for themes 
 In this stage the search for larger patterns within the data commenced and focused the analysis 
at the broader level of themes, rather than codes. It involved sorting the different codes into 
potential themes, and collating all the relevant coded data extracts within the identified themes. 
The potential relationship between codes, themes and sub-themes was explored.  The following 
diagrams illustrate examples of codes created in the previous phase were grouped with similar 
codes to form broad categories in this phase. The potential theme Meeting, Getting to Know 
People & Making Friends combined codes where participants had discussed the espoused 
importance of meeting people and making friends: 
      
1. Sample of Broad Theme Created in Phase 3 of Thematic Analysis (Stage 2 Interviews) 
 
Codes where participants articulated the benefits for them of making connections, and being part 
of a group or network were grouped under the potential theme Benefits of Connections and 
Networks. Thirteen codes were grouped under this potential theme and a subset of these is 
represented in the following diagram: 
Meeting , 
Getting to Know 
People & Making 
Friends
Adjustment 




















2. Subset of Codes Grouped in Phase 3 of Thematic Analysis (Stage 2 Interviews) 
 
Similarly all codes that referred directly to participation in P2P were grouped together into one 
potential theme called P2P Programme. A sample of these can be seen in the following diagram:
 
3. Subset of Codes Grouped to P2P Theme (Stage 2 Interviews) 
 
As outlined as possible by Braun and Clarke (2006), there were codes that did not seem to belong 
anywhere or fit into the emerging main themes during this phase. For example, at this point it was 
not clear in relation to the research questions what potential theme the code Self-Description best 
aligned with. During this phase the fifty five codes were reduced to eleven potential themes and/or 
subthemes and some nodes that were as the one above not related to the research question.  
 
4. Phase 4 Reviewing themes 
At the start of phase four eleven candidate themes had been developed. This phase involved the 
refinement of those themes. During this phase, as Braun and Clarke (2006) proposed, it became 








































support them. Also, themes are concerned with addressing the research question, so some codes 
were identified as not being relevant to the research question during this phase. 
Themes with similar meanings were refined and some codes were distributed among other codes. 
The P2P Programme theme created in Phase 3 for example, contained references to how 
participants referred to P2P in terms of their adjustment or helping them to feel a sense of 
belonging. Referring back to the research questions, the P2P programme is an overarching theme 
so the P2P theme was removed and the nodes beneath it were dispersed among the other themes. 
Re-distributing the nodes and references across the other themes demonstrated the role that 
participating in the programme played for participants within the other themes. The following 
diagrams illustrate how two sample P2P codes (P2P Belonging and P2P Adjustment–Reassurance 
and Support) were redistributed to different themes. P2P Belonging was moved to the theme that 
Belonging and Feeling Part of Something which was created in Phase 3 and grouped codes where 
participants discussed belonging. 
 
4. Subset of Codes Grouped to Belonging and Feeling Part of Something Theme (Stage 2 
Interviews) 
 
The role of peers emerged as a potential theme during this phase and was initially called Why 
Peers?  Codes from other themes that referenced the role that peers play were moved to this new 
potential theme along with other codes. The diagram illustrates how the codes and potential 
themes became more complex with the creation of new themes and sub-themes. 
Belonging and Feeling Part 
of Something
How of What 
helped them feel 
Belonging




5. Subset of Codes from Why Peers? Theme (Stage 2 Interviews) 
 
At the end of this phase there were seven themes.  
 
5. Phase 5 Defining and naming themes 
This final phase involved refining the seven themes further from phase four to develop and define 
a final set of themes which represented the ‘major spirit and the essence’ of the data and were 
relevant to the research questions.  This required reference to the literature to help define and 
name themes.  
An example from this phase which illustrates the refinement that took place is the change to the 
theme Belonging and Feeling Part of Something and the associated codes. This theme became a 
subtheme beneath the theme Benefits of Connections and Networks which grouped codes where 
participants had discussed how they perceived that making connections and being part of a social 
network supported or fostered belonging.  
The theme Interpersonal Relationships was created and two themes from the previous phase were 
moved to become sub-themes under this theme (Meeting People and Getting to Know People and 
Process of Making Connections). This new theme was created to represent the value and 
importance that participants placed on developing relationships and connections with peers and 
the process of how they developed these.  Participants articulated their want and need to develop 
friendships and not to be alone.  
The sub-theme Meeting People and Getting to know People collated codes where participants 
articulated their need to meet and get to know people and the reasons why they want to do so.  












staff after a while







6. Sample Sub-theme from Phase 5 (Stage 2 Interviews) 
At the end of this phase five themes were developed. These were 1) Interpersonal Relationships, 
2) Benefits of Connections and Networks, 3) Importance of Peers, 4) Adjustment and Transition 




Appendix 24 – Examples of Researcher’s Journal Notes and Meeting Notes 
with Peer Colleagues during Research Process 
 
 

































6. Extract of Journal Notes taken at a Peer Debriefing Meeting   
 
